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The Rocky 
Mountain Front: 
W ilderness or 
Nonwilderness?
MAXINE C. JOHNSON
Debate over public land use in 
Montana has surfaced regularly over 
the years. Federal designation as a 
wilderness area means that most 
commercial or economic uses o f that 
land as well as all recreation use 
involving motorized vehicles are 
prohibited. National forest land use is 
not nearly as restricted. Multiple 
activities are permitted, under 
guidelines set by federal law and 
administered by the Forest Service.
This article examines one facet o f 
the current wilderness debate: the 
future o f national forest lands which 
lie along the Rocky Mountain Front 
adjacent to the Bob Marshall and 
Scapegoat wilderness areas and 
Glacier National Park. Should they be 
designated as wilderness? Proponents 
have suggested that more wilderness 
would contribute to economic growth 
in the Rocky Mountain Front 
counties. Opponents o f wilderness 
designation point out that a portion 
o f the Rocky Mountain Overthrust 
Belt is involved, and that significant 
discoveries o f oil and gas have been 
made in the Belt to the north and
south o f Montana. Forfeiting potential 
oil and gas discoveries, they say, is too 
high a price to pay fo r  more 
wilderness in an area which now 
includes 2.5 million acres o f 
wilderness and national park lands.
Maxine fohnson looked at these 
issues. She concludes that the 
economic benefits from  the 
designation o f the Rocky Mountain 
Front as wilderness area would be 
small or nonexistent. A t the same 
time, wilderness designation would 
rule out the possibility o f oil and gas 
discoveries which are badly needed to 
maintain the industry in Montana and 
in the local area. She also points out 
that reliable public opinion surveys 
show that Montanans do not think the 
state needs more wilderness.
For approximately sixteen years, the disposition of some 6 million acres 
of roadless areas under the 
jurisdiction of the U.S. Forest Service 
has been debated. At the heart of the 
debate is the desirability of additional 
designated wilderness areas and the 
tradeoffs involved. The inability to 
reach a consensus has created 
considerable uncertainty, especially for 
individuals and industries dependent 
upon national forests for their 
livelihood. Wilderness designation, of 
course, precludes many uses of the 
forests.
This report addresses one part of 
that debate: the disposition of the 
roadless areas that border Glacier 
National Park and two established 
wilderness areas—the Bob Marshall 
and the Scapegoat—east of the 
Continental Divide. Combined, the 
Park and wilderness areas plus the 
adjacent Great Bear Wilderness west 
of the Divide include some 2.5 million 
acres. The roadless areas in 
question—commonly referred to as 
the Rocky Mountain Front —are part 
of the Lewis and Clark National 
Forest and involve some 340,000 
acres.1
This analysis will concentrate on 
two issues frequently raised in 
discussions of the Rocky Mountain 
Front: (1) the present and potential 
contributions of wilderness versus 
nonwildemess use — including 
recreation, grazing, timber, mining,
1 Lewis and Clark National Forest Plan, 
Environmental Impact Statement Volume II  
Appendices (G reat Falls, M T: U.S.
D epartm ent o f  Agriculture, Forest Service,
Lewis and C lark N ational Forest, 1986):C-3.
and oil and gas—to the economies of 
the counties which encompass the 
Rocky Mountain Front, and (2) the 
desires of local residents and other 
Montanans for additional wilderness 
in the state.
The Economy of the Rocky 
Mountain Front Counties
The national forest lands commonly 
referred to as the Rocky Mountain 
Front are located in Glacier, Pondera, 
Teton, and Lewis and Clark counties. 
With the exception of Lewis and 
Clark, these counties are rural and 
sparsely populated. Combined,
Glacier, Pondera, and Teton had a 
population of 24,300 in 1986. Lewis 
and Clark, site of Helena —the state 
capital—had 46,400 residents.1 2 *In 
1980, 90 percent of Lewis and Clark 
residents lived in the extreme 
southeastern part of the county, in 
Helena, East Helena and environs.’ 
That proportion likely has increased 
since 1980.
Because figures for Helena, with its 
larger population, overshadow and 
distort those for the balance of the 
area, Lewis and Clark County usually 
is omitted from this discussion. It is 
also true that resolution of the 
wilderness issue will have a 
proportionately larger direct impact 
on the small towns and rural areas in 
Glacier, Teton, and Pondera counties 
than on the city of Helena.
The population of the three 
counties was only 2 percent higher in 
1986 than in 1980 (table 1). All the 
increase occurred in Glacier County, 
and was due to natural increase 
(excess of births over deaths) rather 
than any inmigration. In fact, in all 
three counties, more people moved 
out than moved in between 1980 and 
1986. Over the six-year period Glacier 
and Pondera counties each lost 
approximately 7 percent and Teton 6 
percent of their 1980 population 
through net out-migration.
The population changes reflect 
economic conditions in the area.
Figure 1 illustrates its recent economic 
history. According to preliminary 
1985 estimates prepared by the 
University of Montana Bureau of
*U.S. D epartm ent o f Commerce, Bureau of 
the Census, unpublished d a ta , released June 
26, 1987.
*U.S. D epartm ent o f Commerce, Bureau of 
the Census, 1980 Census o f  Population, 
Characteristics o f  the Population, Number o f 
Inhabitants, Montana, 1981.
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total personal income fell about 7 
percent between 1980 and 1985, after 
adjustment for inflation. Total 
personal income represents the income 
of all residents from all sources, 
including labor income, property 
income, and transfer payments.
The personal income figures do not 
reveal the full extent of the 
deterioration in economic conditions. 
Labor income — income from 
participation in the labor force, in the 
form of wages and salaries, certain 
fringe benefits, and proprietors’ 
income—is a better measure of 
changes in economic activity. It 
represents the income of everyone who 
has a job or is self-employed. In 
1984, this included 49 percent of the 
total population in the three 
counties—the same percentage as for 
the state as a whole.4
Total labor income in 1985 was 22 
percent below 1980, mostly because of 
a dramatic decline in farm income 
(figure 2). But nonfarm labor 
income —the total earnings of 
nonfarm workers—also had fallen. It 
declined between 1981 and 1983, and 
even though there was some recovery 
beginning in 1984, the 1985 figure 
still was about 9 percent below 1980.
Not enough information is available 
for the counties as of July 1987 to 
permit even tentative estimates for 
1986, but preliminary estimates for 
the state indicate a very large increase 
in farm income. This suggests that 
total labor income in the three-county 
area also may have risen substantially.
Total personal income fell more 
slowly than labor income between 
1980 and 1985 because the declines in 
labor income were partially offset by 
large increases in property income — 
rent, dividends, interest, and transfer 
payments — incomes for which no 
current services are rendered (figure 
1). High interest rates were 
responsible for most of the gain in 
property income. Social Security 
payments were the major cause of 
increases in transfer payments, 
although increases in government 
medical insurance and income 
maintenance programs also 
contributed. In 1985, property income 
declined; transfer payments continued 
their steady increase.
From 1980 through 1982, per 
capita income (average income per
4U.S. D epartm ent o f Commerce, Bureau of 
Economic Analysis, unpublished data.
H ighlights of the Report
The roadless areas that border Glacier National Park and the Bob 
Marshall and Scapegoat wilderness 
areas in Montana are commonly 
known as the Rocky Mountain 
Front. As the debate on their 
disposition continues, a number of 
factors need to be considered.
The economy today
Most of the lands in question lie in 
three counties—Glacier, Pondera, 
and Teton. Their economies are 
based on agriculture and oil and 
gas. Agriculture has had some dif­
ficult years since 1980, but ex­
perienced a recovery (as yet 
unmeasured) in 1986. Oil and gas 
activity—both exploration and 
production — has declined. Employ­
ment has dropped. But the in­
dustry continues to provide around 
300 of the highest-paying jobs in 
the area.
Exploration activity is the big 
employer in the oil and gas in­
dustry. Until oil prices increase, ex­
ploration will remain depressed. 
Although no one knows when, 
crude oil prices almost surely will 
go up again to where exploration is 
once again feasible.
Other important industries in­
clude the federal government and 
nonresident travel and tourism.
The travel industry is concentrated 
in Glacier County adjacent to 
Glacier National Park. It is the on­
ly major industry which has ex­
perienced significant growth in the 
1980s. Many of the jobs are 
seasonal or part-time; earnings per 
worker are low.
Within the travel industry, the 
economic contribution of wilderness 
recreation is small. Prospects for 
growth in income and employment 
due to increased wilderness recrea­
tional activity are poor. Several re­
cent reports indicate that wilderness 
use is declining. At best, the 
outlook is for much slower growth 
than was experienced in the 1970s.
The tax base
Local governments depend upon oil 
and gas and agriculture for a large 
part of their tax revenues. The
percentage of the total tax base 
provided by oil and gas ranged 
from 16 percent in Teton to 58 
percent in Glacier in fiscal 1986; 
for agriculture, the range was from 
10 percent in Glacier to 41 percent 
in Teton.
The wilderness tradeoff
The Rocky Mountain Overthrust 
Belt lies along the eastern edge of 
the Rockies from Mexico to 
Canada. Major oil discoveries have 
been made to the north and south 
of Montana.
Designation of the Rocky Moun­
tain Front as wilderness would rule 
out the possibility of oil and gas 
development in that portion of the 
Overthrust Belt. New fields are 
needed if the oil and gas industry 
in the Rocky Mountain Front coun­
ties is to continue to exist over the 
long term.
Wilderness designation would 
mean additional economic benefits 
from the lands in question would 
have to come from increased 
recreational use by persons from 
outside the area. Those benefits are 
likely to be small or nonexistent. 
Wilderness is simply not a vehicle 
for economic growth.
Montanans say “enough”
Most Montanans do not feel that 
additional wilderness is necessary 
for them to maintain their prefer­
red lifestyle. Reliable polls confirm 
that Montanans, including those 
living along the Rocky Mountain 
Front, are very supportive of 
wilderness. But, a majority of Mon­
tanans also believes there is enough 
wilderness in Montana, and 
available evidence suggests that 
residents of the Rocky Mountain 
Front agree.
As the debate concerning the 
disposition of the Rocky Mountain 
Front lands continues, it’s realistic 
to recognize that the reasons for 
adding more wilderness do not in­
clude either its role in creating 
economic growth or the wishes of 
the majority of Montanans.
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**Between 1980 and 1984, the economic base o f the Rocky 
Mountain Front counties contracted dramatically
person) in the area was about equal 
to the statewide figure. In 1983, when 
a sharp decline in farm income took 
place, per capita income fell below 
the Montana average. The 1984 
estimate for the state was $11,200, 
compared to $10,300, or 8 percent
less, for the three-county area.5 
Preliminary estimates for 1985 suggest 
the gap has widened. However, with 
the recovery of farm income in 1986, 
per capita income in the area may
*U.S. D epartm ent o f  Commerce, Bureau of 
Economic Analysis, unpublished data .
T ab le  1 
P o p u la tio n  Changes 









- N et MJ 
Number
g r a t io n  - 
P ercen ta
G la c ie r 10,600 1 1 , 2 0 0 600 -700 -7
Pondera 6 ,700 6 ,700 - - -500 -7
T eton 6 .500 6 .400 - 1 0 0 -400 -6
T hree c o u n tie s 23,800 24,300 500
S ource: U .S . D epartm ent o f  Commerce, B ureau o f  th e  Census and
U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M ontana, B ureau o f  B u s in ess and Economic R e sea rch .
P e r c e n ta g e  o f  1980 p o p u la tio n .
T a b le  2
L abor Income i n  B a s ic  and  D e r iv a t iv e  I n d u s t r i e s  
T hree  Rocky M ountain  F ro n t  C o u n tie s  
1980 and  1984 
( I n  M il l io n s  o f  1985 D o l la r s )
------  Change ------
1980 1984 Amount P ercen t
T o ta l  la b o r  Income $ 1 8 2 .4 $ 151 .6 -3 0 .8 -17
B a s ic  I n d u s t r i e s 7 8 .9 4 6 .7 -3 2 .2 -41
Farm 2 3 .3 5 .8 -1 7 .5 -75
Nonfarm 5 5 .6 4 0 .9 -1 4 .7 -26
M ining 2 5 .4 1 5 .4 - 1 0 . 0 -39
O il  and  g as e x t r a c t i o n 2 4 .5 1 5 .4 - 9 .1 -37
O th e r  m in in g 0 .9 0 . 0 - 0 .9 -100
Heavy c o n s t r u c t io n 1 . 2 1 .4 0 . 2 17
M anufac t u r  in g 9 .0 4 .6 - 4 .4 -49
Wood p ro d u c ts 0 .4 0 . 2 - 0 . 2 -50
O th er m a n u fa c tu rin g 8 .7 4 .4 -4 .3 -49
R a il ro a d s 3 .5 2 .5 - 1 . 0 -29
N o n re s id e n t t r a v e l 4 .6 7 .3 2 .7 59
F e d e ra l  governm ent 1 1 .9 9 .7 - 2 . 2 -18
D e r iv a t iv e  i n d u s t r i e s 103 .5 1 0 4 .9 1 .4 1-
P r iv a te  s e c to r 8 3 .5 8 2 .5 - 1 . 0 -1
S t a t e  & l o c a l  governm ent 2 0 . 0 2 2 .4 2 .4 12
S o u rc e : U .S . D epartm ent o f  Commerce, B ureau o f  Economic A n a ly s is ,
u n p u b lish e d  d a t a .  N o n re s id e n t t r a v e l  e s t im a te d  by  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M ontana, 
B ureau o f  B u s in e ss  and  Economic R e se a rc h .
NOTES: D e ta i l  may n o t  add to  t o t a l  due t o  ro u n d in g . G la c ie r ,  P o n d e ra , and
T eto n  c o u n t ie s .
have returned to a more favorable 
relationship vis-a-vis the state.
The economic base
Economists often use the economic 
base approach to analyze local 
economies. Basic or export industries 
are industries which sell goods or 
services outside the area. When they 
grow and increase their sales outside 
the area, they bring more money into 
the region where they are located. 
They may employ more workers, pay 
more wages, and buy more goods and 
services from their suppliers. That 
creates new jobs or income among 
businesses serving the local population 
(derivative industries). When basic 
industries decline, of course, the 
opposite may happen. They reduce 
their payrolls and their purchases, 
and local businesses suffer. In small 
agricultural areas such as the Rocky 
Mountain Front, the short-run 
correlation between basic and 
derivative industries may not be as 
close as in other areas.
Basic industries cannot always be 
precisely defined, because some 
industries serve both local and export
4 T h e  Rocky M oun ta in  F ron t /Afaxine C. Johnson
“ The [oil and gas] industry stands out among the area’s 
nonfarm basic industries. . . .  It provided from 34 to 44 
percent o f nonfarm basic income between 1980 and 1984.
markets. One important basic 
activity—nonresident travel and 
tourism —is not an industry as defined 
by the U.S. government Standard 
Industrial Classification Code; rather 
it consists of segments of other major 
industry groups, mostly retail trade 
and services. In this report, 
agriculture, mining (including oil and 
gas extraction), heavy construction, 
manufacturing, railroads, nonresident 
travel, and the federal government 
are considered as basic industries.
All other industries are considered 
to be local or derivative industries. 
They include construction (except 
heavy construction), trade and services 
(except that portion catering to 
nonresident travelers), finance, 
insurance, real estate, and state and 
local government.
Labor income is used to measure 
short-term changes in basic and 
derivative industries at the local level. 
Because it reflects changes in wages 
and hours worked, it is more useful 
than employment figures as a measure 
of overall economic activity.
Between 1980 and 1984, the
Figure 2 
Labor Income 
Three Rocky Mountain Front Counties 
1980-1985 
(In Millions of 1985 Dollars)
Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, 
Bureau of Economic Analysis, unpublished 
data, and University of Montana, Bureau 
of Business and Economic Research.
NOTE: Glacier, Pondera, and Teton 
counties.
economic base of the Rocky Mountain 
Front counties contracted 
dramatically. Most of the major basic 
industries suffered sharp drops in 
labor income (table 2). Farm income 
fell off 75 percent, as drought and 
low prices ravaged that industry. 
Nonfarm basic labor income fell 26 
percent. Among nonfarm basic 
industries, only nonresident travel and 
heavy construction reported increases. 
In the case of nonresident travel, the 
increase was substantial—estimated at 
59 percent.
Overall, the area’s economic base 
shrank by 41 percent over the four- 
year period. Over half the dollar loss 
was attributable to agriculture. The 
recovery of farm income in 1986, 
referred to earlier, no doubt 
counterbalanced some of the earlier 
declines. But labor income in 
nonfarm basic industries may have 
also decreased in 1986, because of 
further declines in oil and gas 
exploration.
The area’s derivative, or Main 
Street, businesses felt the effects of the 
decline in the economic base. Between 
1980 and 1984, labor income in 
private sector businesses declined 1 
percent. Among state and local 
governments, however, labor income 
increased 12 percent during the same 
years.
Basic industries and wilderness
The current debate about wilderness 
classification and the suggestion that 
wilderness is an avenue to economic 
growth have focused attention on the 
Rocky Mountain Front counties and 
their economies. The following 
paragraphs describe the area’s basic 
industries and their relationships, if 
any, to national forest and wilderness 
lands.
Agriculture. Agriculture—crop and 
livestock production — has long been 
the most important basic industry in 
the area. In spite of recent problems, 
it is likely to remain so. Crops 
generally account for more than 60 
percent of the total cash receipts of 
farmers and ranchers; the balance 
comes from livestock, mostly cattle. 
Although this is a premier
agricultural area, the years since 1980 
have not been especially good. After 
two relatively good years in 1981 and 
1982, farm income declined sharply 
from 1983 through 1985. As noted 
earlier, it presumably recovered to 
earlier levels in 1986.
The figures in table 2 understate 
agriculture’s contribution to the area 
economy; 1980 was not a good year 
for agriculture, and 1984 was a very 
poor year. By comparison, farm labor 
income amounted to $37 million in 
1981 and $33 million in 1982, 
accounting for over 40 percent of 
total basic labor income in those 
years.
The Lewis and Clark National 
Forest, along the Rocky Mountain 
Front, provides 29,389 acres of 
rangeland with a capacity of 7,295 
animal unit months per year.6 
Although this acreage may be 
important to a few ranching 
operations, it is not a major factor in 
an area with over 2 million acres in 
pastureland7 and approximately 
122,000 head of cattle.8 Wilderness 
designation would not necessarily 
affect grazing activity, since it is 
permitted in wilderness areas.
Oil and gas. As defined by the 
Standard Industrial Classification 
Code of the U.S. government, oil and 
gas extraction includes firms engaged 
in exploring for oil and gas; drilling 
wells; producing crude petroleum, 
natural gas, and natural gas liquids; 
and performing oil and gas field 
services on a contract or fee basis. In 
this report, the term “oil and gas 
industry” refers to that group of 
businesses. Oil refining is classified as 
a manufacturing industry and is not 
discussed here. There are no refineries 
currently operating in the area.
Exploration, drilling, and various 
field services employ significant
6Lewis and Clark National Forest Plan, 
Volume I I  Appendices, C-23. An anim al 
unit m onth represents the quantity  o f forage 
required for one m ature cow or its 
equivalent for one m onth.
7U.S. D epartm ent of Commerce, Bureau of 
the Census, 1982 Census o f  Agriculture, Vol. 
I, Part 26, M ontana, 129-31.
•As of January  1, 1985. M ontana 
A gricultural Statistics Service, Montana 
Agricultural Statistics, 1986, 76.
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T ab le  3
Employment and A verage Income 
T hree Roclqr M ountain F ro n t  C o u n tie s  
1980 and 1984
Employment (Jo b s ) A verage Income
1980 1984 1984
A ll  nonfarm  i n d u s t r i e s 8 ,5 0 7 7 ,9 7 3 $18 ,300
A g r i c u l tu r a l ,  f o r e s t r y ,  and
f i s h i n g  s e r v ic e s 93 114 11 ,300
M ining 685 478 3 2 ,300
O il  and gas 656 478 32 ,300
C o n s tru c tio n 331 280 2 8 ,700
Heavy c o n s t r u c t io n 70 53 2 6 ,900
O th e r c o n s t r u c t io n 261 227 29 ,100
M anufac t u r  in g 315 228 2 0 , 2 0 0
Wood p ro d u c ts 2 0 13 19 ,200
O th er m a n u fa c tu rin g 295 215 20 ,300
T r a n s p o r ta t io n ,  com m unications, and
u t i l i t i e s 576 415 38 ,200
R a il ro a d s 104 67 38 ,000
O th er 472 348 38,200
W holesa le  t r a d e 541 583 20 ,600
R e ta i l  t r a d e 1 ,1 6 0 1 , 2 2 1 13,000
E a tin g  and d r in k in g  p la c e s 385 478 7 ,900
O th e r r e t a i l  t r a d e 775 743 16 ,300
F in a n c e , in s u ra n c e ,  r e a l  e s t a t e 282 327 2 1 , 2 0 0
S e rv ic e s 2 ,466 2 ,357 14 ,300
H o te ls  and o th e r  lo d g in g  p la c e s 341 521 7 ,5 0 0
O th e r s e r v ic e s 2 ,125 1 ,836 16 ,200
Governm ent 2 ,058 1 ,9 7 0 16 ,300
F e d e r a l - - c i v i l i a n 538 443 20 ,600
F e d e r a l - - m i l i t a r y 143 134 4 ,8 0 0
S ta te  and lo c a l 1 ,377 1 ,393 16 ,100
S o u rce : U .S . D epartm ent o f  Commerce, B ureau o f  Economic A n a ly s is ,
u n p u b lish e d  d a ta .
NOTES: G la c ie r ,  P ond era , and T e to n  c o u n t ie s .  Employment f i g u r e s  r e p r e s e n t
number o f  jo b s  and in c lu d e  wage and s a l a r y  jo b s  p lu s  th e  s e lf -e m p lo y e d . 
Income f ig u r e s  r e p r e s e n t  la b o r  incom e, w hich  in c lu d e s  w ages and s a l a r i e s  
p lu s  c e r t a i n  f r in g e  b e n e f i t s  and income o f  th e  s e lf - e m p lo y e d . A verage 
a n n u a l la b o r  income in  M ontana in  1984 was $ 1 6 ,4 0 0 . Income f ig u r e s  a r e  in  
1985 d o l l a r s .
T a b le  4  
Wage a n d  S a la r y  J o b s  and  
T o ta l  V ages a n d  S a l a r i e s  P a id ,  
O i l  a n d  Gas I n d u s t r y  
T h re e  Rocky M oun ta in  F ro n t  C o u n tie s  
1984-1986
Jo b s W a e e s /S a la r ie s  
(1985 d o l l a r s )
1984 392 $ 9 ,1 0 0 ,0 0 0
1985 321 7 ,3 0 0 ,0 0 0
1986 254 4 ,8 0 0 ,0 0 0
S o u rc e : M ontana D epartm en t o f  L abor and  I n d u s t r y
R e se a rc h  and  A n a ly s is  B ureau .
NOTE: Not co m p arab le  t o  d a ta  i n  t a b l e s  2 and  3 .
E x c lu d es  s e lf - e m p lo y e d  and  c o n t r a c t  w o rk e rs  n o t  
c o v e re d  by unem ploym ent in s u r a n c e ,  incom e i n  th e  
form  o f  f r i n g e  b e n e f i t s  and e a rn in g s  o f  th e  s e l f -  
em ployed.
numbers of workers. Those numbers 
fluctuate widely, depending upon the 
price of oil. Oil and gas production, 
on the other hand, requires fewer 
workers and experiences smaller 
fluctuations in employment.
The oil and gas industry in the 
Rocky Mountain Front counties 
consists mostly of small firms and 
independent operators, producing a 
small amount of oil and gas. But the 
industry stands out among the area’s 
nonfarm basic industries (figure 3).
Figure 3 
The Nonfarm Economic Base 
Three Rocky Mountain Front Counties 
1984
Heavy construction
Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, 
Bureau of Economic Analysis, unpublished 
data, and University of Montana, Bureau 
of Business and Economic Research.
NOTE: Glacier, Pondera, and Teton 
counties.
Figure 4 
Oil and Gas Production 
Three Rocky Mountain Front Counties 
1980-1986
Source: Montana Department of Revenue, 
Biennial Reports.
NOTE: Glacier, Pondera, and Teton 
counties.
6 T h e  Rocky M oun ta in  F ro n t/M axine C. Johnson
The conclusion must he that nonresident recreational use 
of the forest lands and the Bob Marshall complex is not an 
important economic factor in the Rocky Mountain Front 
counties.9
Concentrated in Glacier County, it 
provided from 38 to 44 percent of 
nonfarm basic income between 1980 
and 1984, even though real dollar 
income (in constant 1985 dollars, to 
adjust for inflation) dropped from $24 
million to $15 million during that 
time (table 2). Employment ranged 
from 400 to 740 over the four-year 
period. The 1984 figure was 478 
(table 3). Of the total, 339 workers 
were employed in Glacier County, 34 
in Pondera, and 105 in Teton.
Interest in oil exploration and 
development in the three counties rose 
during the early 1980s as crude prices 
soared. Industry employment peaked 
at 734 in 1981, as exploration and 
drilling picked up in established fields 
and as major producers eyed the 
Overthrust Belt lying along the Rocky 
Mountain Front. Some 263,000 acres 
in the national forest are currently 
under lease for oil and gas 
exploration.9
Crude oil production, on the other 
hand, declined steadily (19 percent) 
between 1980 and 1986. Natural gas 
production increased between 1981 
and 1985 and then fell back to its 
1980 level in 1986 (figure 4). A 
significant well discovered in 1957, 
the Blackleaf Canyon in Teton 
County along the Rocky Mountain 
Front, was reopened during this 
period.
Exploration activity plunged in 
1986 with the sharp decline in oil 
prices. Between 1984 and 1986, the 
number of wage and salary jobs 
dropped from 392 to 254 (35 percent) 
and total wages and salaries fell 44 
percent (table 4). These figures are 
not comparable with those in tables 2 
and 3; they exclude the self-employed 
and contract workers, their incomes, 
and certain fringe benefits. They do 
suggest, however, the extent of the 
decline which has occurred.
Oil produced in the three counties 
is now shipped to refineries in Great 
Falls and Billings. The small oil 
refinery in Glacier County closed in 
1985. Even though it is small and has 
recently been declining, the oil and
9Lewis and Clark National Forest Plan,
Volume I I  Appendices, C-25.
gas industry provides some of the best 
jobs in the area. Labor income 
averaged $32,300 per worker in 1984 
(table 3).
Federal government. The federal 
government ranks second among 
nonfarm basic industries. During the 
early 1980s it provided 20 to 21 
percent of total nonfarm basic labor 
income in the area. With the steep 
decline in oil and gas activity, its 
share had risen to 24 percent of the 
total by 1984 (figure 3), even though 
total earnings of government workers 
had declined.
In 1984, there were 577 federal 
workers in the three counties—443 in 
civilian occupations and 134 in the 
military. That was about 100 fewer 
than in 1980. Leading civilian 
employers are the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs in Glacier County, the Forest 
Service, and the Postal Service. In 
1984, on average, some 113 federal 
workers were classified as engaged in 
land, mineral, wildlife, and forest 
conservation in the three counties; 67 
of these were in Glacier County, many 
associated with the Park. A good 
number, however, may be presumed 
to have been employed by the Lewis 
and Clark National Forest. This type 
of employment is quite seasonal; 
monthly employment ranged from 50 
in January to 217 in August in 1984.10 1
Federal civilian employees earned 
an average of $20,600 in 1984, over 
$2,000 more than the typical nonfarm 
worker in the area (table 3).
M anufacturing. There is little 
manufacturing in the area, and it has 
been declining in importance. In 
1984, manufacturing contributed 11 
percent of total nonfarm basic 
income, down from 16 percent in 
1981 (figure 3). That drop mostly 
reflected the closure of the small oil 
refinery in Glacier County.
Remaining manufacturing activities 
include a pencil factory in Glacier 
County, newspaper publishing, 
ready-mix concrete plants, animal 
feed producers, two small plants
1 “Montana Department of Labor and
Industry, Research and Analysis Bureau, 
unpublished data.
producing campers, and a small post 
and pole plant.
The post and pole plant constitutes 
most of the wood products industry in 
the area but accounts for less than 1 
percent of the nonfarm base. The 
Lewis and Clark National Forest 
along the Rocky Mountain Front is 
not an important source of timber, 
and the wood products industry is not 
an important contributor to the area 
economy.
The typical manufacturing worker 
earned $20,200 in 1984, about $2,000 
more than the average for all 
nonfarm workers in the area (table 3).
Nonresident travel. Nonresident 
travel refers to travel in the area by 
persons who live outside the three 
counties. It includes business and 
recreational travel, including travel by 
those who come to visit Glacier 
National Park, the wilderness areas, 
or the forest lands on the Rocky 
Mountain Front.
Nonresident travel is an important 
contributor to the area’s economic 
base. Rough estimates prepared by 
the University of Montana Bureau of 
Business and Economic Research 
indicate that since 1981 it has 
contributed from 12 to 20 percent of 
basic nonfarm labor income.11 In 
1984, the figure was 18 percent 
(figure 3). The industry’s growth since 
1980 has helped offset losses in other 
basic industries.
Glacier County, which includes the 
eastern half of Glacier National Park, 
accounts for about 90 percent of the 
labor income from hotels and other 
lodging places in the three-county 
area. The county is the site of several 
major summer tourist hotels —at East 
Glacier, St. Mary, and Many Glacier. 
Because of the presence of the Park, 
Glacier County is one of the premier 
travel counties in Montana. In 1983,
“Based on statewide data from Richard 
Dailey, The Montana Travel Industry, 1983 
(Missoula, MT: University of Montana, 
Bureau of Business and Economic Research, 
1984):23. Labor income from nonresident 
travel was allocated to counties according to 
the distribution of labor income from hotels 
and other lodging places, per U.S. 
Department of Commerce, Bureau of 
Economic Analysis, unpublished data.
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it ranked first among Montana 
counties in the proportion of its total 
employment which was travel related 
(23 percent, compared to 5.5 percent 
in the state as a whole).12 The 
economies of Pondera and Teton 
counties, on the other hand, are 
much less dependent upon travel and 
tourism.
Travel and tourism activity appears 
to have leveled off since 1984. After 
the rapid growth between 1980 and
1984, payrolls at hotels and other 
lodging places stabilized while the 
number of jobs declined (table 5).
Employment in hotels and other 
lodging places is very seasonal. In
1985, the number of wage and salary 
workers increased from 90 in January 
to a peak of 1,036 in August, and 
then fell back to 88 in December. 
Nearly all the jobs are in Glacier 
County, in the Park hotels. In 
Pondera and Teton counties, the 
monthly employment peaked at only 
11 and 14 workers respectively. Many 
of the workers in Glacier Park hotels 
are students from out of state. This 
suggests that a good share of the 
income earned may be spent in other 
areas.
Workers in travel-related industries 
generally earn very low incomes. In 
1984, average labor income for 
workers in hotels and other lodging 
places was $7,500. It was $7,900 for 
workers in eating and drinking places. 
These figures include income of the 
self-employed (table 3).
Not all the income and employment 
associated with nonresident travel is 
attributable to tourism or recreation. 
An Old West Commission report for 
1977 estimated that 30 percent of 
nonresident travelers in Montana were 
actual tourists; the rest were visiting 
friends and relatives (23 percent), 
were merely passing through (27 
percent), or were business travelers 
(20 percent).13 These figures do not 
seem appropriate for the Rocky 
Mountain Front area. If a very 
generous assumption is made that all 
visitors other than business travelers 
are tourists (i.e., that 80 percent of 
nonresident travel is attributed to 
tourism and recreation), then 
nonresident tourist and recreation 
activities produced approximately $5.8 
million in labor income, or 14 percent 
of nonfarm basic income, in 1984. 
This estimate includes all income—
'*Dailey, The Montana Travel Industry, 42. 
I5Dailey, The Montana Travel Industry, 25.
wages and salaries and proprietors’ 
income—generated by all persons 
traveling for pleasure: visitors to those 
portions of Glacier Park located in 
Glacier County, visitors to the 
portions of the Bob Marshall and 
Scapegoat wildernesses in the Rocky 
Mountain Front counties, outdoor 
recreationists in the Lewis and Clark 
National Forest in Glacier, Teton, or 
Pondera counties, visitors to the 
Museum of the Plains Indians at 
Browning and other area attractions, 
as well as those visiting friends and 
relatives or just passing through the 
area.
As noted above, most of the area’s 
income from employment in lodging 
places (including resorts and camps), 
is earned in Glacier County because of 
the presence of Glacier National Park 
and the Park hotels which serve as 
destination resorts. But the forests and 
wilderness areas also attract visitors. 
Nonwilderness facilities include several 
guest ranches and resorts (some of 
which take visitors into the 
wilderness), summer homes, 
campgrounds, boat ramps, 
snowmobile trails, and a ski area. 
These facilities are used by residents 
of the area, other Montanans, and 
out-of-state visitors. The lands 
between the wildernesses and the 
eastern boundary of the forest offer 
the only opportunity for motorized 
recreation in a forest setting in this 
part of the state.
The adjoining Bob Marshall 
complex also attracts visitors from the 
local area, other parts of the state, 
and from out of the state. Several
outfitters and guides operate in the 
area.
Adequate data are not available to 
precisely measure the contribution of 
nonresident outdoor recreation in the 
national forest and wilderness areas to 
the economic base of the Rocky 
Mountain Front counties. But, based 
on the previous analysis which 
demonstrated that the Park was the 
major component of the tourist 
industry, neither forest nor wilderness 
users are major contributors to travel 
income or the economic base.
Many visitors to the Bob Marshall 
and Scapegoat wilderness areas are 
people from the Rocky Mountain 
Front counties or nearby areas. Only 
those visitors from outside the three 
counties contribute to the area’s 
economic base by bringing new money 
in. Their expenditures with outfitters 
and guides or in restaurants, motels, 
sporting goods stores, service stations, 
etc. contribute to the economic base.
A 1985 Forest Service report indicated 
that more than 60 percent of visitors 
to the Bob Marshall complex are from 
Montana, and in 1982, 54 percent 
were from northwestern Montana —the 
areas closest to the wilderness.14
Many users go into the forest or 
wilderness on their own; most do not 
use the services of resorts, outfitters, 
or guides. The Forest Service report 
cited above stated that only about 17
u R obert C. Lucas, Visitor Characteristics, 
Attitudes, and Use Patterns in the Bob 
Marshall Wilderness Complex, 1970-82 
(Ogden, UT: U.S. D epartm ent of 
Agriculture, Forest Service, Research Paper 
INT-S45, 1985): 14.
T a b le  5 
Wage a n d  S a l a r y  J o b s  a n d  
T o ta l  W ages a n d  S a l a r i e s  P a id  
H o te l s  a n d  O th e r  L o d g in g  P l a c e s  
T h re e  R ocky M o u n ta in  F r o n t  C o u n t ie s  
1 9 8 4 -1 9 8 6
J o b s W a z e s /S a la r ie s  
(1985  d o l l a r s )
1984 515 $ 3 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0
1985 456 $ 2 ,9 0 0 ,0 0 0
1986 448 $ 3 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0
S o u rc e :  M ontana D e p a r tm e n t o f  L a b o r  a n d  I n d u s t r y ,
R e s e a rc h  a n d  A n a ly s i s  B u re a u .
NOTE: N o t c o m p a ra b le  t o  d a t a  i n  t a b l e s  2 a n d  3 .
E x c lu d e s  s e l f - e m p lo y e d  a n d  c o n t r a c t  w o rk e rs  n o t  c o v e re d  
b y  unem ploym en t i n s u r a n c e ,  incom e i n  t h e  fo rm  o f  f r i n g e  
b e n e f i t s  a n d  e a r n in g s  o f  t h e  s e l f - e m p lo y e d .
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percent of wilderness parties used 
outfitter services in 1982.15 Parties 
which use outfitters spend more 
money than others, and they are more 
likely to be from out of state. In 
1985, nonresident hunters using 
outfitters and guides spent more than 
twice as much as nonresidents who 
hunted on their own.16
At the present time, a moratorium 
on outfitter and guide permits for 
wilderness use is in effect. The Forest 
Service is issuing no new permits and 
is currently reviewing the limits on the 
number of annual client service days 
per permit. Those limits currently are 
based on 1978-1980 recorded use.
The conclusion must be, then, that 
nonresident recreational use of the 
forest lands and the Bob Marshall 
Complex is not an important 
economic factor in the Rocky 
Mountain Front counties. Nonresident 
tourist travel overall, however, is very 
important in Glacier County because 
of its proximity to Glacier National 
Park.
Railroads. The contribution of 
railroads to the economic base has 
declined since 1980 and amounted to 
only 6 percent of the nonfarm base in 
1984 (figure 3). Railroad activity is 
also concentrated in Glacier County; 
the Burlington Northern line runs 
across the county.
Railroad workers are among the 
best paid in the area, with average 
annual labor income of $38,000 in 
1984 (table 3).
Heavy construction. Heavy 
construction includes highways and 
bridge construction; water, sewer, 
pipeline, communication, and 
powerline construction, and other 
heavy projects. It was relatively 
unimportant during the early 1980s, 
providing only 2 to 3 percent of the 
nonfarm base (figure 3). Labor 
income earned by industry workers 
rose from $1.2 million in 1980 to $1.4 
million in 1984. Average annual 
earnings were approximately $26,900 
in 1984 (table 3).
15Lucas, Visitor Characteristics, 7.
,6Shannon V. Taylor and Michael D. Reilly, 
“T he Economic Im pact of the O utfitting 
Industry on the State o f M ontana,” M ontana 
State University, Bozeman, M T. Photocopy.
Putting it all together: Economic 
characteristics of the Rocky 
Mountain Front
The Rocky Mountain Front counties, 
then, may be described as a sparsely 
populated, slow growth area. 
Employment has grown little or not at 
all since 1980, and the region has 
been losing population through 
outmigration. The economic base 
consists mostly of agriculture, oil and 
gas extraction, nonresident travel, and 
the federal government. It has shrunk 
since 1980, although higher farm 
income in 1986 helped regain some of 
the losses. Per capita income and 
average annual labor income per 
person also have declined in recent 
years but may have recovered 
somewhat in 1986.
It should be noted that neither the 
population loss nor the declining 
economy are peculiar to these 
counties. The experiences are typical 
of much of rural Montana.
Taxes and Royalties
Local governments
Local governments in Montana are 
supported by taxes, fees and other 
nontax revenue, and state and federal 
grants and transfers.
The major source of tax revenue for 
local government is the property tax. 
The largest property taxpayers in the 
Rocky Mountain Front counties are 
the oil and gas industry and 
agriculture (table 6). Oil and gas is 
overwhelmingly important in Glacier 
County, while agriculture is the 
leading taxpayer in Pondera and 
Teton counties.
Montana law divides property into 
sixteen classes, with taxable values 
equal to varying percentages of 
market value. In the case of 
agriculture, the taxable value of 
agricultural land is set at 30 percent 
of productive capacity. The taxable 
value of livestock and agricultural 
products in farm storage is set at 4 
percent of market value and of farm 
machinery at 11 percent.
Because of the difficulty of valuing 
oil and gas wells, Montana has 
historically substituted a net proceeds 
tax for a tax on property valuation. 
After deducting specified expenses 
from the proceeds of oil and gas sales, 
the appropriate mill levy has been 
applied to 100 percent of the “net 
proceeds.” In 1985 and 1987, the 
Montana Legislature enacted new 
legislation modifying the net proceeds 
tax by taxing all new oil production 
from new wells at 7 percent and all 
gas at 12 percent of the gross value. 
To date, little production has been 
taxed under the new method, but the 
new rates have made Montana more 
competitive with neighboring states. 
Industry observers believe the new 
rates will make exploration in 
Montana, including the Rocky 
Mountain Front, more attractive.
They were designed to be revenue 
neutral; that is, they should not affect 
total state tax collections.
Other industry property taxed by 
the counties includes commercial 
buildings, motor vehicles, trucks and 
trailers, and other equipment.
Separate estimates for each category 
by industry are not available.
Fluctuations in both the price and 
production of oil and gas introduce
T a b le  6  
T a x a b le  V a lu a t io n s  
T h re e  Rocky M o u n ta in  F ro n t  C o u n tie s  
1986
G la c i e r  P o n d era  
C ountv  C ountv
T e to n
C ountv
T o ta l  t a x a b le  v a lu a t i o n $ 4 7 ,1 0 6 ,0 0 0 $ 2 2 ,0 7 3 ,0 0 0 $ 1 9 ,2 3 0 ,0 0 0
O i l  and  g a s  ( n e t  p ro c e e d s ) 2 7 ,5 4 9 ,0 0 0 5 ,9 7 7 ,0 0 0 3 ,0 5 4 ,0 0 0
P ercen tage  o f  t o ta l 58 27 16
A g r ic u l tu r e a 4 ,6 3 2 ,0 0 0 7 ,6 9 8 ,0 0 0 7 ,9 4 7 ,0 0 0
P ercen tage  o f  t o ta l 10 35 4 1
S o u rc e : M ontana D ep artm en t o f  R evenue, B ie n n ia l R ep o r t. 1984-
1986 (H e le n a , MT).
i n c l u d e s  a g r i c u l t u r a l  l a n d s ,  l i v e s t o c k  a n d  a g r i c u l t u r a l  p ro d u c ts  
and  fa rm  m a c h in e ry .
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*6It appears that wilderness use by both residents and 
nonresidents in Montana has declined in recent years.
volatility into the tax base, creating 
budgeting problems for local 
governments. Since 1980, net proceeds 
of oil and gas have ranged from 58 to 
62 percent of the Glacier County tax 
base, from 24 to 37 percent in 
Pondera County, and from 11 to 21 
percent in Teton County.
Nevertheless, given the importance of 
taxes paid by this industry, especially 
in Glacier County, the local 
governments—and the other 
taxpayers —no doubt would prefer to 
have a volatile tax source rather than 
no taxes at all.
State government
The state of Montana is heavily 
dependent upon resource taxes, 
including those on oil and gas. The 
oil and gas industry paid $57.3 
million to the state in fiscal 1985 and 
$42.7 million in fiscal 1986 in the 
form of resource indemnity taxes, 
severance taxes, and producers’ 
privilege and license taxes. Those 
amounts represented 11 and 9 
percent, respectively, of the state’s 
total tax collections.17 Some of those 
taxes find their way back to the home 
counties. The Montana oil and 
natural gas severance tax is allocated 
among a local government block 
grant program operated by the state, 
the local governments themselves, and 
the state general fund. And, oil and 
gas producers and farmers and 
ranchers —as well as other businesses 
and individuals — are subject to 
individual and/or corporation income 
taxes. Twenty-five percent of each of 
these taxes goes to the School 
Foundation Program for the support 
of public schools throughout the state.
The state also benefits from 
royalties and other revenues. In fiscal 
1986, oil and gas royalties, rentals, 
bonuses, and non-drilling penalties 
from state-owned lands amounted to 
$13.6 million, most of which was used 
for schools. During the same year, the 
federal government returned $6.6 
million in royalty collections collected 
in Montana to the state government.18
l7M ontana D epartm ent o f Revenue, Biennial
Report, 1984-86, (Helena, MT):7-10.
"M ontana Petroleum Association, Helena.
The Blackfeet Tribe
Some of the Glacier County oil and 
gas fields are located on the Blackfeet 
Indian Reservation. In calendar 1986, 
the industry paid approximately 
$240,000 in oil and gas revenue, 
privilege, and resource indemnity trust 
taxes to the Blackfeet Tribe. In 
addition, royalties paid to the Tribe 




The U.S. Forest Service, in its Lewis 
and Clark National Forest Plan, 
recommends as its preferred 
alternative the addition of 52,000 
acres to the Bob Marshall and 
Scapegoat wilderness areas.20
,9Cleo Main, T he Blackfeet T ribe, 
D epartm ent o f Revenue, letter to author, 
July 27, 1987.
20Lewis and Clark National Forest Plan 
(Great Falls, M T: U.S. D epartm ent of 
Agriculture, Forest Service, Lewis and Clark 
N ational Forest, 1986), tab le 2.2(2-11).
Figure 5 
Recreation Visitor Days 
All Montana Wilderness Areas, Bob 
Marshall, & Scapegoat Wilderness Areas 
1978-1986
Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Forest Service, Intermountain Research 
Station, unpublished data.
NOTES: A recreation visitor day is 
defined as 12 hours of activity within the 
wilderness area. It may consist of one or 
more individual visits. The data for 1978 
include four primitive areas which later 
became wilderness areas and the data for 
1979 through 1984 include one primitive 
area which became wilderness in 1985.
Wilderness advocates would prefer to 
see more acres added and on occasion 
have invoked economic considerations 
to justify their recommendations. 
When discussion of the disposition of 
any Rare II lands turns to economics, 
the debate usually centers on the very 
limited use following wilderness 
designation versus the much more 
diversified development allowed in 
non wilderness areas. In the case of the 
Rocky Mountain Front, nonwilderness 
use centers on oil and gas exploration. 
The major commercial activity 
associated with designated wilderness 
areas is backcountry recreation using 
outfitters and guides. Some controlled 
grazing also is allowed.
Trends in wilderness use
The preceding section indicated that 
the contribution of nonresident 
wilderness recreation activity to the 
economic base of Rocky Mountain 
Front counties is quite small. In 
addition, after years of growth, 
wilderness use (by both residents and 
nonresidents) in Montana has leveled
Figure 6 
Overnight Stays by Type of 
Accommodations, Glacier National Park 
1978-1986
Source: U.S. Department of the Interior, 
National Park Service, National Park 
Statistical Abstracts, 1978-1980 and 1982- 
1985 and Glacier National Park, Office of 
the Assistant Superintendent, 1981 and 
1986.
NOTES: An overnight stay is one visitor 
staying one night in the park.
Concession data include all hotels and 
motels in the park except the chalets.
NPS backcountry data include backcountry 
campgrounds and chalets.
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1 ‘Montanans are strong supporters o f the wilderness 
concept/
off and appears to be declining.
Figure 5 shows U.S. Forest Service 
estimates of wilderness use since 1977. 
The peak for all Montana wildernesses 
combined occurred in 1982. By 1986, 
the number of visitor days had 
dropped 20 percent. The Bob 
Marshall and Scapegoat areas 
experienced similar declines. Peak use 
of the Bob Marshall occurred in 1982 
and had fallen 18 percent by 1986. 
The Scapegoat topped out in 1980; 
use of that area, which has always 
been limited, declined 52 percent 
between 1980 and 1986.
The decline in Montana wilderness 
use is not an isolated phenomenon. 
Stankey and Lucas reported the 
following trends in the combined use 
of 88 wilderness areas throughout the 
United States since 1965 (average 






Combined use of the 88 areas peaked 
in 1979; by 1985, it had declined to 
83 percent of the 1979 level.21
The use of Glacier National Park 
backcountry also appears to have 
declined, as measured by overnight 
stays. Figure 6 shows changes in 
overnight stays in the Park since 1978. 
Total stays have fluctuated from year 
to year, but the trend has been 
generally downward. In 1986, 
backcountry use was 35 percent below 
1979. Campground use within the 
Park has fallen in about the same 
proportion. Use of concessions (hotels 
and motels) held quite steady until 
1985, when it began to slip.
The use of backcountry in 
seventeen national parks also is 
declining (average annual rate of 





None of these figures includes day 
visitors, some of whom also would
2‘George H. Stankey and Robert C. Lucas, 
Shifting Trends in Backcountry and 
Wilderness Use (Missoula, M T: U.S. 
Department o f  Agriculture, Forest Service, 
Interm ountain Research Station, 1986):11.
Stankey and Lucas, Shifting Trends, 14 
and 16.
have visited the backcountry.
Stankey and Lucas speculate on 
reasons why wilderness use seems to be 
declining in the United States: the 
aging of the population; constraints 
on leisure time; a slower growth in 
numbers of college-educated persons; 
changing interests, including family 
activities; and other possible 
explanations. They point out that 
participation in other forms of 
outdoor recreation also appears to be 
growing more slowly than in the 
past.23 Even though wilderness use 
estimates may have serious 
shortcomings, and year-to-year 
changes may occasionally seem 
questionable, there seems little doubt 
about the direction of change. The 
data from different areas and 
different sources are too consistent to 
allow for disbelief.
The reports cited in this section 
were not available at the time the 
Lewis and Clark National Forest Plan 
was prepared. The projections for 
wilderness use did not incorporate the 
data for 1980-85, which show a 
decline. Rather, they were based upon 
historic data which showed a 
continuous, if declining, rate of 
growth. Their projections also 
assumed that “[wilderness] use will 
increase in direct proportion to 
Montana’s population growth.” Since 
1980, the state’s rate of population 
growth also has slowed. Between 1980 
and 1986, it has averaged 0.7 percent 
per year, compared to 1.3 percent per 
year between 1970 and 1980.
These facts suggest that the Forest 
Service projections of wilderness use 
for those portions of the Bob Marshall 
complex in the Lewis and Clark 
Forest are too high. These projections 
called for an increase of about 45 
percent between 1984 and the years 
1991-2000, from 69,650 to 101,000 
recreation visitor days.24 Given recent
23Stankey and Lucas, Shifting Trends, 19.
See also Stephen F. McCool and Jeffrey £. 
Frost, Outdoor Recreation Participation in 
Montana: Trends and Implications 
(Missoula, MT: University of Montana,
School of Forestry, Montana Forest and 
Conservation Experim ent Station, Research 
Paper No. 1, 1987).
24Lewis and Clark National Forest Plan, 6-7. 
A recreation visitor day equals one twelve- 
hour visit by a recreationist o r any 
equivalent com bination.
use and population trends, it is hard 
to visualize how such an increase 
could occur.
It also is likely that recreation 
projections for other lands in the 
Lewis and Clark Forest are too high.
The use trends, plus the small 
contributions of wilderness recreation 
to the economic base, suggest that 
while there may be reasons to create 
additional wilderness in Montana, its 
probable contribution to economic 
growth is not among them.
Attitudes toward wilderness
Some proponents of additional 
wilderness have suggested that 
Montanans and Rocky Mountain 
Front residents want more wilderness 
in order to better pursue their 
particular lifestyle.
Certainly Montanans are strong 
supporters of the wilderness concept. 
The Montana Poll, a quarterly 
statewide public opinion poll 
cosponsored by the Great Falls 
Tribune and the University of 
Montana Bureau of Business and 
Economic Research, questioned 
Montanans about wilderness issues in 
March 1982 and September 1984. 
When asked whether or not they 
favored the concept of designated 
wilderness, at least three-fourths of 
those questioned in each Poll 
indicated support (table 7). When 
asked about the amount of land in 
wilderness in Montana, however, 70 
percent in 1982 and 64 percent in 
1984 said we had enough or more 
than we need (table 8). In each case, 
only about one-fourth said they 
favored the addition of more 
wilderness.
Do the people who live in the 
Rocky Mountain Front area adjacent 
to the Bob Marshall complex feel 
differently? The available evidence 
suggests not.
If the responses of residents of the 
three Rocky Mountain Front counties 
and those counties plus adjoining 
Lewis and Clark and Cascade counties 
are compared to responses from 
residents of the remaining fifty-one 
counties in the state, there is 
considerable similarity (figure 7). 
Residents of all three areas are very 
much in favor of the wilderness 
concept. Some 60 percent of those
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questioned in the three counties said 
they favored the idea of wilderness; 84 
percent in the five counties and 80 
percent in the rest of the state agreed.
And, as in the state as a whole, a 
substantial majority of Rocky 
Mountain Front residents and their 
neighbors believe Montana either has 
an adequate amount of wilderness, or 
more than is needed. The comparable 
figures were 85 percent in the three 
Rocky Mountain Front counties, 69 
percent in the five counties, and 66 
percent in the rest of the state.
Although the sample for the three 
counties is very small, it was randomly 
selected. The similarity of responses 
shown in figure 7 suggests that those 
Montanans living along the Front are 
in general agreement with other state 
residents. They are strong wilderness 
supporters, but they believe the state 
has enough wilderness.25
Residents of the five counties 
appear to use wilderness areas in 
about the same proportions as other 
Montanans. Some 55 percent of the 
residents of the three counties and 50 
percent of the residents of the five 
counties said they’d been in a 
wilderness area at least once in the 
past five years. In the rest of the 
state, 45 percent made that 
statement.
The Case for 
Nonwilderness
The potential for oil and gas 
development has attracted the most 
attention among supporters of 
nonwilderness status for the Rocky 
Mountain Front.
It is generally conceded that the 
timber and agricultural values of the 
Rocky Mountain Front forests are 
limited. The timber harvest is small 
and the number of grazing permits 
limited. Neither is likely to increase 
much in the future. Some additional 
post and pole harvest is possible, and 
area residents would continue to cut 
firewood and Christmas trees. Metals 
exploration generates little or no 
interest.
The forests today offer many 
outdoor recreation opportunities to 
local residents and nonresidents, 
including picnicking, hunting, fishing, 
skiing, auto travel, and snowmobiling.
“ T he erro r m argins a t the 90 percent 
confidence level are 11 percent for the three 
counties, 4 percent for the five counties, and 
2 percent for the rest o f the state.
In his Record of Decision, the 
Regional Forester pointed out that the 
lands between the Bob Marshall 
Wilderness complex and the eastern 
boundary of the Lewis and Clark 
Forest offer the only opportunity for 
motorized recreation in a forest 
setting near where people live in this 
part of the state.26 Nevertheless, given 
the outlook for outdoor recreation 
and recent population trends in 
Montana, there appears to be only
16Lewis and Clark National Forest Plan, 
Record o f  Decision (Great Falls, MT: U.S. 
D epartm ent of Agriculture, Forest Service, 
Lewis and Clark N ational Forest, 1986).
limited opportunity for further growth 
in recreation use.
The Rocky Mountain Overthrust 
Belt lies along the eastern edge of the 
Rockies from Mexico to Canada. 
Major gas and oil discoveries have 
been made to the south and north of 
Montana, in Utah and Wyoming, and 
in Alberta, Canada. As noted earlier, 
over 260,000 acres of forestlands in 
the Rocky Mountain Front are under 
lease for oil and gas exploration. 
Nevertheless, the area has been lightly 
explored compared to other overthrust 
areas.
In recent years, low oil prices have
T a b le  7
M ontanans * A t t i t u d e s  R e g a rd in g  G e n e ra l 







F avor c o n c e p t 852 762
S tro n g ly 522 412
Somewhat 332 352
Oppose c o n c e p t 1 0 2 162
S tro n g ly 42 62
Somewhat 62 1 0 2
D o n 't  know 2 2 62
S o u rc e : Susan  S e l ig  W allw ork, "M ontanans and  S e le c te d
W ild e rn e ss  I s s u e s , "  Montana B u sin ess  Q u a rterly  (W in te r  
1984).
NOTE: P e rc e n ta g e  d e t a i l  may n o t  add to  100 b e c a u se  o f
ro u n d in g  and th e  o m iss io n  o f  m isc e lla n e o u s  r e s p o n s e s .
T a b le  8
M o n ta n an s ' O p in io n s  a b o u t  Amount o f  
Land i n  D e s ig n a te d  W ild e rn e s s  




S eptem ber 
1984 
(n —416}
A d eq u a te  am ount o f  d e s ig n a te d  w i ld e r n e s s  now 602 552
More th a n  i s  n eed ed 1 0 2 92
F av o r a d d i t i o n s  o f  m ore d e s ig n a te d  w i ld e r n e s s 242 282
S o u rc e : S u san  S e l i g  W allw ork , "M ontanans a n d  S e le c te d  W ild e rn e s s  I s s u e s , ”
Montana B u sin ess  Q u a r te r ly  (W in te r  1 9 8 4 ) .
NOTE: P e rc e n ta g e  d e t a i l  may n o t  add  t o  100 b e c a u se  o f  ro u n d in g  and  th e
o m is s io n  o f  m is c e lla n e o u s  r e s p o n s e s .
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In its Lewis and Clark National Forest Plan, the Forest 
Service describes the potential fo r oil and gas as very high. ’ 
Not all geologists are so optimistic.9 9
discouraged exploration and drilling 
activity. Drilling a well in this area is 
very expensive because of the nature 
of the terrain and the depth. And, of 
course, there are no guarantees as to 
whether oil will be found. In its Lewis
Figure 7 
Attitudes Toward W ilderness: 
Residents of Three Rocky Mountain Front 
Counties, Five Northern M ontana C ounties, 
and  All O ther M ontanans
OPINIONS ABOUT AMOUNT
Source: University of Montana, Bureau 
of Business and Economic Research, and 
Great Falls Tribune, Montana Poll, March 
1982, and September 1984, unpublished 
data.
NOTES: Miscellaneous and "don't know* 
responses omitted. The three counties 
are Glacier, Pondera, and Teton. The 
five counties are Glacier, Pondera, Teton, 
Lewis and Clark, and Cascade. The error 
margins at the 90 percent confidence 
level are 11 percent for the three 
counties, 4 percent for the five counties, 
and 2 percent for the rest of the state.
and Clark National Forest Plan, the 
Forest Service describes the potential 
for oil and gas as “very high.”27 Not 
all geologists are so optimistic. 
Nevertheless, a number of points 
should be made about the oil and gas 
industry and its potential in the Rocky
27Lewis and Clark National Forest Plan, 
Environmental Impact Statement, Vol. II, 
Appendices, C-16 and C-18.
Mountain Front counties.
1. Oil and gas is the most 
important nonfarm basic industry in 
the area. Only agriculture plays a 
larger role in the economy.
2. The oil and gas industry provides 
several hundred of the highest-paying 
jobs in the area. They probably 
cannot be replaced if they are lost.
T ab le  9
A ssessm ent o f  N a tu ra l  R eso u rce  D evelopm ent 
and th e  O il  and Gas I n d u s t r y ,
R e s id e n ts  o f  T hree Rocky M ountain  F ro n t  C o u n tie s , 
F iv e  N o rth e rn  M ontana C o u n tie s  
and O th e r M ontanans
Im p o rtan ce  o f  n a t u r a l  r e so u rc e  
developm en t to  s t a t e  economy
V ery e s s e n t i a l  6 8 X 63X 65X
F a i r ly  e s s e n t i a l  26X 31X 28X
Not to o  e s s e n t i a l  o r
n o t  e s s e n t i a l  a t  a l l  OX 3 % 5 2
D o n 't  know and o th e r  5X 3 % o*
R e s id e n ts  o f  
T hree C oun ties 
(n  -  19)
Im po rtan ce  o f  o i l  and gas
developm en t t o  s t a t e  economy
V ery e s s e n t i a l  6 8 X 5 4 % 5 2 %
F a i r ly  e s s e n t i a l  21X 34X 36X
Not to o  e s s e n t i a l  o r
n o t  e s s e n t i a l  a t  a l l  10X 10X 9%
D o n 't  know and o th e r  OX 2X 3 Z
E f f e c t  o f  n a t u r a l  r e so u rc e
developm ent on o u td o o r  r e c r e a t io n
C o n f l i c t s  21X 21X 26X
L i t t l e  o r  no e f f e c t  63X 69X 60X
D o n 't  know o r  o th e r  16X 10X 1 4 %
G en era l im p re ss io n  o f  th e  o i l  
and gas Indus t r y
F a v o ra b le  95X 69X 7 3 %
U n fav o ra b le  5X 20X 1 5 %
D o n 't know OX HX i2X
O il and g as i n d u s t r y 's  perform ance 
a s  a  r e s p o n s ib le  c i t i z e n
E x c e l le n t  o r  good 63X 4 4 % 42%
F a i r  o r  p o o r 37X 38X 3 9 %
D o n 't know OX 18X 19%
R e s id e n ts  o f  
F iv e  C o u n tie s  
(n  -  1 2 1 )
O th er 
M ontanans 
(n  -  503)
S o u rce : B ased on u n p u b lish e d  d a ta  from  Susan S e l ig  W allwork and Maxine C
Jo h n so n , N a tu ra l  Resource Development in  Montana, A Survey o f  Montana P ublic  
Opinion  (M isso u la , MT: U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M ontana, B ureau o f  B u s in e ss  and
Economic R e sea rch , 1986).
NOTES: In te rv ie w s  co n d u c ted  betw een  O cto b er 25 and November 12 1985
D e ta i l  may n o t add to  t o t a l  due to  ro u n d in g . The th r e e  c o u n t ie s  a re  
G la c ie r ,  P ondera , and T e to n . The f iv e  c o u n t ie s  a r e  G la c ie r ,  P ondera T eton 
C ascade, and Lewis and C la rk . The e r r o r  m arg in s , a t  a  90 p e rc e n t  c o n f id e n c e  
l e v e l ,  a r e  1 1  p e r c e n t  f o r  r e s id e n t s  o f  th e  th r e e  c o u n t ie s ,  5  p e r c e n t  fo r  
r e s id e n t s  o f  th e  f i v e  c o u n t ie s ,  and 2  p e r c e n t  f o r  o th e r  M ontanans.
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3. The oil and gas industry is a 
major contributor to state and local 
government. In Glacier County, it is 
the largest taxpayer. In Teton and 
Pondera counties, it ranks second 
after agriculture.
4. The state of Montana depends 
heavily on oil tax revenue. Any 
change in output affects tax 
collections.
5. The largest producing fields in 
the area are old. Production began in 
the Pondera Field in 1927, the Cut 
Bank dates back to 1932, and the 
Reagan was discovered in 1947. These 
fields have peaked and are declining. 
Reserves must be replaced if the 
industry is to continue. Wilderness 
designation would rule out any 
potential discoveries in the Rocky 
Mountain Front before thorough 
exploration has been completed.
6. Total oil reserves and production 
in both Montana and the United 
States are declining. United States 
dependency on imports is increasing. 
Many energy experts and others 
suggest concern for the national 
welfare dictates that the search for 
new reserves should continue.
7. Although no one knows when, 
crude oil prices almost surely will go 
up again to where exploration is once 
again feasible. Price forecasts for the 
next decade suggest slowly rising 
prices, averaging about 3 percent per 
year after adjusting for inflation. Such 
forecasts assume no change in U.S. 
policy, an assumption which may be 
unrealistic given the magnitude of the 
expected rise in U.S. oil imports. If 
avoiding excess import dependence 
were adopted as a policy goal, 
producer incentives would be a likely 
part of that policy and prices would 
rise more rapidly.28
Most Montanans, including 
residents of the Rocky Mountain 
Front counties and of Cascade and 
Lewis and Clark counties, appear to 
have a favorable impression of the oil 
and gas industry and of resource 
development in general. As table 9 
indicates, opinions of residents of the 
three counties and the three counties 
plus Cascade and Lewis and Clark are 
much the same as those of other 
Montanans.
Large majorities in each group 
consider both natural resource 
development in general and oil and *•
*• W harton Econometrics, U.S. Long-Term  
Forecast, Annual Model, June 1987:80-81.
gas development in particular as 
either fairly or very essential to the 
state economy. Only about one- 
quarter find conflicts between 
resource development and outdoor 
recreation. Over two-thirds of 
Montanans, including those living 
near the Front, have a favorable 
impression of the oil and gas industry. 
The responses concerning the 
industry’s performance as a 
responsible citizen were more evenly 
split; but a larger percentage said 
they didn’t know. Still, a majority of 
those who answered described it as an 
excellent or good citizen.
A majority of Montanans — 
including those living near the 
Front—say that oil and gas 
development should be allowed 
adjacent to wilderness areas (table 
10). Front residents are evenly split as 
to oil and gas development adjacent 
to national parks, while smaller 
majorities in the other areas 
responded favorably. Usually about 
one-fourth of those who favored
development added qualifiers to their 
answers; in the case of Rocky 
Mountain Front residents, one-third 
offered qualifiers with respect to 
development adjacent to national 
parks. In most instances, the 
qualifiers had to do with requiring 
proper reclamation.29
29T he error m argins for da ta  in tables 9 and 
10, a t a 90 percent confidence level, are 11 
percent for the three counties, 5 percent for 
the five counties, and 2 percent for the rest 
o f the state.
Maxine C. Johnson is director o f the 
Bureau of Business and Economic 
Research and professor o f management, 
School of Business Administration, 
University o f Montana, Missoula. This 
report was completed under the spon­
sorship of the Montana Overthrust 
Energy Foundation.
T ab le  10
O pin io n s w ith  R e sp e c t t o  O il  and Gas D evelopm ent, 
R e s id e n ts  o f  T hree Rocky M ountain  F ro n t C o u n tie s , 
F iv e  N o rth e rn  M ontana C o u n tie s  
and O th er M ontanans
D evelopm ent a d ja c e n t  to  
w ild e rn e s s  a re a s
R e s id e n ts  o f  
T hree C o u n tie s  
(n  -  19)
R e s id e n ts  o f  
F iv e  C o u n tie s  
(n  ~ 1 2 1 )
O ther 
M ontanans 
fn  -  503}
Should  be a llo w ed 63% 58% 65%
U n q u a lif ie d 47% ; 44% 49%
Q u a l i f ie d 16% 14% 16%
Should  be p r o h ib i t e d 32% 40% 31%
D o n 't  know 5% 2 % 3%
Developm ent a d ja c e n t  to  
n a t io n a l  p a rk s
Should  be a llo w ed 47 X 51% 57 X
U n q u a lif ie d 32% 39% 44%
Q u a l i f ie d 16% 1 2 % 13%
Should  be p r o h ib i t e d 47% 49% 41%
D o n 't  know 5% 1 % 2 %
S ource: B ased on u n p u b lish e d  d a ta  from  Susan S e l ig  W allwork and Maxine C.
Jo h n so n , N atural Resource Development in  Montana, A Survey o f  Montana Public  
Opinion  (M isso u la , MT: U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M ontana, Bureau o f  B u s in ess  and
Economic R e sea rch , 1986).
NOTES: In te rv ie w s  cond u c ted  betw een  O cto b er 25 and November 12 , 1985.
D e ta i l  may n o t add to  t o t a l  due to  ro u n d in g . The th r e e  c o u n t ie s  a re  
G la c ie r ,  P ondera , and T e to n . The f i v e  c o u n t ie s  a r e  G la c ie r ,  P ond era , T eton , 
C ascade, and Lewis and C la rk . The e r r o r  m a rg in s , a t  a  90 p e rc e n t  co n fid en ce  
l e v e l ,  a r e  11 p e rc e n t  f o r  th e  th r e e  c o u n t ie s ,  5 p e r c e n t  f o r  th e  f iv e  
c o u n t ie s ,  and 2  p e r c e n t  f o r  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  s t a t e .
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W ilderness in 
Montana: Putting  
Things into  
Perspective
PAUL E. POLZIN
Montana’s federally designated 
wilderness areas are an important 
resource. A marked growth in 
wilderness recreation use in the 1970s 
led to the creation o f new areas and 
the expansion o f existing wilderness 
areas. Currently, twelve wilderness 
areas in Montana comprise nearly 3 
million acres.
As shown in Maxine fohnson’s 
article, public opinion surveys have 
indicated that Montanans are very 
supportive o f existing wilderness areas. 
Whether we need more has been a 
point o f debate, however. Two 
important issues in the debate concern 
projections o f future wilderness use 
and the economic impact o f 
wilderness areas.
For this study, Paul Polzin 
examined recent trends in wilderness 
use and assessed the economic impact 
o f wilderness areas. He concludes that 
in contrast to the trends o f the 1970s, 
the 1980s have witnessed a 
deceleration in overall growth rates 
fo r  outdoor recreation activities.
Demographic patterns indicate that 
this decrease will continue. He also 
concludes that, while important for  
many reasons, wilderness areas 
account fo r  only about one-half o f 1 
percent o f Montana’s economic base.
Designated wilderness areas in Montana have many unique 
features. The difficulties associated 
with analyzing uniqueness are 
sometimes cited as one of the causes 
of the paucity of the hard data and 
analysis about the costs and benefits 
of wilderness areas. There are, 
however, a number of dimensions of 
wilderness areas which are not 
unique, and they may be analyzed 
using conventional methods and 
procedures. This study looks at 
wilderness first as a form of outdoor 
recreation and then as one component 
of Montana’s economic base, and 
analyzes these features just as we have 
done for other activities and 
industries.
Wilderness Areas and 
Trends in Outdoor 
Recreation
Conventional wisdom is that 
Americans have an insatiable desire 
for leisure and an ever-growing 
demand for leisure-related items. Here 
in Montana, this concept is often 
automatically translated into a rosy 
outlook for outdoor recreation and for 
products and services oriented to 
recreationists. In addition, it has 
sometimes been argued that more 
wilderness areas should be created 
now in order to satisfy an inevitable 
future growth in demand.
A number of noted researchers have 
begun to question some of the 
widespread conceptions concerning 
outdoor recreation. They point out 
that rapid historic growth rates do not 
necessarily mean similar increases in 
the future, and that significant 
increases in one type of outdoor 
recreation need not be accompanied 
by parallel trends in all forms of this 
activity.1 In particular, they cite a 
number of outdoor recreation 
activities that are not growing as
'M arion  Clawson, “O utdoor Recreation: 
Twenty-five Years of History, Twenty-Five 
Years o f Projections,” Leisure Sciences, 7 
(1985):7S-100.
rapidly as they once did, or are even 
declining. For example, there have 
been closures and consolidations 
among manufacturers of backpacking 
and camping gear; recreation visits to 
federal, state, and local parks have 
been growing at decelerating rates; 
and the sale of certain sporting goods 
are noticeably cyclical, rather than 
continuously increasing.2
This section examines wilderness use 
as one form of outdoor recreation. 
First, we will examine data for a 
number of activities in Montana and 
the United States in order to 
determine the general trends. Then, 
we will look at statistics for specific 
wilderness areas to see whether their 
trends are consistent with the overall 
pattern for other activities. Finally, we 
will examine some of the underlying 
determinants of outdoor recreation 
activities to derive implications about 
the future.
Outdoor recreation on national 
forest land
Recreation use on U.S. Forest Service 
land in Montana and the United 
States is presented in table 1. These 
data should be interpreted cautiously; 
because of their very nature, it is very 
difficult to precisely measure outdoor 
recreation activities. Therefore, our 
analysis will emphasize general trends 
and overall patterns, rather than 
specific numbers or activities. In 
addition, we must be cautious because 
there is considerable outdoor 
recreation which does not occur on 
U.S. Forest Service land.
Unfortunately, reliable information is 
not available for the other land 
ownership categories.
The overall trend in recreation 
activities in the 1980s has been quite 
different from that of the 1970s in 
both Montana and the United States. 
Total recreation use on national forest 
land rose rapidly in both areas from 
1970 to 1980; the growth rate 
averaged 3.1 percent per year in the 
United States and 3.2 percent per 
year in Montana. In the 1980s, these 
rates have been much lower.
2Kenneth E. H om beck, “Social T rends and 
Leisure Behavior,” Proceedings: 1985 
National Outdoor Recreation Trends 
Symposium II  (Clemson, SC: Clemson 
University, D epartm ent of Parks, Recreation, 
and Tourism  M anagem ent, 1986):37-48. 
M arion Clawson and  M ark S. Van Doren, 
Statistics in Outdoor Recreation 
(W ashington, DC: Resources for the Future, 
1984). Clawson, “O utdoor Recreation.”
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. . eight o f Montana’s twelve wilderness areas experienced 
stable or declining recreation use between 1980 and 1986."
Nationwide, national forest recreation 
use actually declined at an average of 
0.5 percent per year between 1980 
and 1986.3 The trend continued 
upward in Montana, but just barely; 
use increased at only 0.6 percent per 
year.
There are also similarities between 
Montana and the United States in 
terms of the recreation categories. 
Three of the four fastest growing 
activities between 1970 and 1980 in 
the United States were also among the 
top four in Montana; they include 
gathering of forest products (i.e. 
huckleberries, firewood, etc.), hiking 
and mountain climbing, and winter *
*The nationwide decline in recreation use on 
U.S. Forest Service lands has also been 
reported in  Gary H . Eisner, "R ecreation Use 
T rends: A Forest Service Perspective,” 
Proceedings: National Outdoor Recreation 
Trends Symposium I I  (Clemson, SC:
Clemson University, D epartm ent of Parks, 
Recreation, and Tourist M anagement,
1986): 143-48.
sports. In the 1980s, the patterns were 
not quite so similar, although viewing 
scenery and spectator sports was the 
fastest growing activity nationwide 
and in Montana.
All in all, the data for both the 
United States and Montana tell the 
same story: almost all forms of 
outdoor recreation grew slower in the 
1980s then they did in the 1970s.
Here in Montana, there were a couple 
of exceptions. Five recreation 
categories experienced an acceleration 
in growth rates between the 1970s and 
1980s. They are viewing scenery and 
spectator sports, team sports, resort 
use, hunting, and fishing. The 
increased growth rates for hunting 
and fishing are somewhat surprising 
because license sales appear to have 
been roughly stable or declining 
during this period.4 It may be that 
closures or other restrictions on
*Summary o f  License and License Fees, 
1977-85 (Helena, MT: M ontana D epartm ent 
o f Fish, W ildlife, and Parks, 1987).
private land have forced these 
recreationists onto national forest 
land.
Recreation in Montana 
wilderness areas
The trends in recreation use in 
designated wilderness areas in 
Montana are reported in table 2. 
Again, these data have to be 
interpreted carefully. Only total 
recreation use is reported for each 
wilderness area in order to minimize 
the impacts of measurement errors 
and to emphasize the common trends 
and overall similarities. Several 
wilderness areas have been created 
since 1970, and data for the earlier 
years are not available.
The overall trends in recreation use 
in Montana wilderness areas conform 
closely to those reported earlier. 
Specifically, there has been a 
significant slowdown in the rates of
...... hited States -- Monten a -------
A verage Annual A verage Annual
P e rc e n t Change P e rc e n t Change
Activity 1970 1980 1986 1970-80 1980-86 1970 1980 1986 1970-80 1980-86
Camping 46,454 57,211 53,666 2 .1 -1 .1 1,249 1,775 1,689 3 .6 - 0 .8
Picnicking 7,495 9,512 7,838 2  A - 3 .2 323 314 233 - 0 .3 -4.9
Recreation Travel
(mechanized) 38,022 54,998 51,723 3 .8 - 1 .0 1,859 2,434 2,296 2 .7 - 1 .0
Water Travel 4,492 7,891 8,516 5 .8 1 .3 30 79 73 1 0 .2 -1 .3
Team Sports 578 969 1,258 5 .3 4.4 24 20 22 - 1 .8 1 .6
Water Sports 743 995 472 3 .0 -1 1 .7 20 35 3 5 .8 -3 3 .6
Swimming and
Scuba Diving 3,459 5,140 4,835 4.0 - 1 .0 52 75 63 3 .7 - 2 .9
Winter Sports 6,546 13,864 14,730 7 .8 1 .0 185 513 542 1 0 .7 0 .9
Fishing 15,239 17,117 15,208 1 .2 - 2 .0 632 693 745 0 .9 1 .2
Hunting 14,308 15,747 15,276 1 .0 -0 .5 669 764 965 1 .3 4.0
Hiking and Mountain
Climbing 5,592 12,259 12,740 8 .2 0 .6 151 472 590 1 2 .1 3 .8
Horseback Riding 2,388 3,346 3,742 3 A 1 .9 143 281 346 7 .0 3 .5
Resort Use 4,083 4,443 4,136 0 .8 - 1 .2 108 64 95 - 5 .1 6 .8
Organized Camp Use 4,312 4,112 4,057 - 0 .5 - 0 .2 77 79 75 0 .3 - 0 .9
Recreational Cabins 7,554 6,838 6,924 - 1 .0 0 .2 342 240 203 - 3 .5 - 2 .8
Gathering Forest
Products 1,363 4,739 4,800 1 3 .3 0 .2 86 273 343 1 2 .2 3 .9
Nature Study 953 1,724 2,004 6 .1 2 .5 19 60 94 1 2 .2 7 .8
Viewing Scenery,
Sports 6,890 8,003 11,129 1 .5 5 .6 176 163 287 - 0 .7 9 .9
Visitor Information 2,093 4,641 3,479 8 .3 -4.7 103 244 236 9 .0 - 0 .6
Total 172,554 233,549 226,532 3 .1 - 0 .5 6,248 8,577 8,900 3 .2 0 .6
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Table 1
Recreation on National Forest Land 
United States and Montana 
(In Thousands of Visitor Days)
Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Washington, D.C. and Missoula, MT, unpublished data, 1987.
NOTES: A "recreation visitor day" is a measure of use of potential forest land and water which aggregates twelve perse
hours. May entail one person for twelve hours, twelve persons for one hour, or any equivalent combination of individual 
or group use, either continuous or intermittent. Data for 1970 refer to calendar year, while 1980 and 1986 refer to 
fiscal years.
“Here in Montana, it appears likely that the growth in 
recreation use o f wilderness areas will not he as rapid as in 
the past.93
growth.5 With one exception (Lee 
Metcalf), growth rates for those areas 
for which data are available in the 
1980s were much lower than during 
the 1970s. In addition, eight of 
Montana’s twelve wilderness areas 
experienced stable or declining 
recreation use between 1980 and 
1986. For example, the number of 
recreation visitor days in the Bob 
Marshall grew an average of 3.8 
percent per year between 1970 and 
1980, while the corresponding figure 
for the 1980 to 1986 period was a 
decline of 2.1 percent per year.
The slowdown in growth in 
Montana wilderness areas is also 
consistent with the overall pattern for
5Similar slowdowns in  the rates o f growth for
wilderness areas nationw ide are reported  in 
George H. Stankey and R obert C. Lucas, 
Shifting Trends in Backcountry Use 
(Missoula, M T: U .S. D epartm ent of 
Agriculture, Forest Service, In term ountain  
Research Station, 1986).
recreation activities. For example, 
glancing back to table 1, we see that 
activities such as camping and 
picnicking which are often associated 
with wilderness areas had relatively 
slow growth rates, or even declines, 
during the 1980s. On the other hand, 
many of the fastest growing activities, 
such as viewing scenery and organized 
camp use, are those less likely to 
occur in wilderness areas.
Causes of the trend
What caused this deceleration in the 
rate of growth in wilderness use and 
most forms of outdoor recreation?
The experts believe that four major 
factors are at work:6
(1) Population and demographic 
factors. The 1960s and the 1970s were 
the years of the “baby boomers.”
‘Clawson, “O utdoor R ecreation ,” and 
H om beck, “Social T rends.”
Those in this large population group 
became young adults during these 
decades — and young adults 
traditionally are among the most avid 
recreationists. For example, the 
number of twenty to twenty-four year- 
olds rose 30 percent in the United 
States during the 1970s, while the 
number of twenty-five to thirty-four 
year olds increased almost 49 percent. 
From 1980 to 1985, the corresponding 
figures were -2 percent and 13 
percent, respectively. Similar trends 
were also present here in Montana. In 
other words, the pool of potential 
recreationists is now growing much 
slower.
(2) Income. The ability to afford 
recreation is a major determinant of 
participation. In general, incomes 
have risen less rapidly in the 1980s 
than during the 1970s. In the United 
States, inflation-adjusted per capita 
income rose about 1.5 percent per 
year between 1970 and 1980. The 
figure for the 1980-85 period was 1.2 
percent per year. The deceleration 
may appear small, but as with all 
calculations using compound growth 
rates, the differences may become 
large when calculated over longer 
periods. Other measures of economic 
well-being, such as family income, 
show even more pronounced 
slowdown.
(3) Leisure time. The 
standardization of the 40-hour week, 
paid vacations, and increased 
affluence of the elderly over the past 
few decades have all been positive 
influences on the demand for leisure. 
Today, the trends are not as 
pronounced. The average hours 
worked per week continue downward, 
but the decline is caused by growth in 
part-time employment rather than 
fewer hours for existing workers. The 
presence of a working spouse, which 
does increase family income, also 
complicates the use of any increased 
leisure time that may be available or 
affordable.
(4) Travel costs. Outdoor 
recreation and other leisure activities 
at distant locations were made 
cheaper and more convenient in the 
1960s and 1970s by the completion of 
the interstate highway system,
Table 2
Recreation in Montana Wilderness Areas 
1970, 1980, and 1986 
(In Thousands of Visitor Days)







Number o f 
Acres
A bsaroka-Beartooth 60.0 304.5 304.3 17.6 0.0 920,377
A naconda-P intlar 18.5 41 .3 40 .1 8 .4 -0.5 157,874
Bob M arshall 114.5 166.3 146.2 3.8 -2.1 1,009,356
Cabinet Mountains 9 .3 38.2 9 .2 15.2 -21.1 94,272
Gates o f  th e  Mountains 1 .9 4 .7 3 .3b 9.5 -5 .7 28,562
G reat Bear NA 23.3 37.8 -- 8 .4 286,700
Lee M etcalf 16.9 14.4 35.4 -1.6 16.2 259,000
M ission Mountains 5 .3 13.5 11.0 9.8 -3 .4 73,877
R attlesnake NA NA 3.7 -- -- 20,119
Scapegoat NA 48.4 23.4 -- -11.4 239,296
Selw ay-B itterroot® 56.0 62.5 64.9 1.1 0.6 248,893
Welcome Creek NA 2.3 1 .9 -- -3.1 28,135
Source: U.S. Department o f  A g ric u ltu re , F o re s t S e rv ice , W ashington, D.C. and
M issoula, MT, unpublished d a ta , 1987.
NOTES: A " r e c re a tio n  v i s i t o r  day" i s  a measure o f  r e c r e a t io n  use o f  land  and
w ater which aggregates tw elve perso n -h o u rs . May e n t a i l  one person  fo r  twelve 
hours, tw elve persons fo r  one hour, o r  any e q u iv a le n t com bination o f  in d iv id u a l 
o r  group u se , e i th e r  continuous o r  in te r m i t te n t .  Data fo r  1970 r e f e r  to  ca len d ar 
y ear, w hile 1980 and 1986 r e f e r  to  f i s c a l  y e a rs . NA denotes n o t a v a ila b le .
aMontana p o r tio n .
b1985 d a ta .
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. . .wilderness areas are not a major component o f 
Montana’s economic base.93
expanded air service, and other 
improvements. The current trend in 
travel costs is unclear; it has been 
influenced by factors such as the 
energy crisis and airline deregulation. 
Most observers believe, however, that 
future declines in travel costs, if they 
occur, will be much smaller than 
those of earlier years.
Looking to the future
What does all this mean? The experts 
do not believe that Americans will 
abandon their love of outdoor 
recreation. They do think, however, 
that the overall growth rates for 
outdoor recreation activities and 
products will not grow as rapidly as 
they did in the past. No precise 
forecasts have been prepared — but a 
halving of the rates of growth is often 
mentioned.7
As in the past, not all forms of 
outdoor recreation will grow at the 
same rate. Just which will be winners 
and which losers is subject to 
considerable debate. Among the con­
flicting views is the following. Some 
say the increased internationalization 
of travel suggests that sites in Europe 
or even more exotic locations may 
compete with U.S. outdoor recreation 
areas for the time and money of many 
citizens. On the other hand, more 
foreigners may visit here. Also, the 
aging of the population suggests that 
those activities suitable for older 
people will grow most rapidly.
Also, the spatial distribution of 
future growth may not be the same as 
in the past. For example, with cities 
once again growing faster than rural 
areas, the greatest increases may be in 
new or existing outdoor recreation 
areas adjacent to major urban areas.
Here in Montana, it appears likely 
that the growth in recreation use of 
wilderness areas will not be as rapid 
as in the past. We don’t know 
whether the declines experienced in 
the early 1980s will continue, or if 
they are a short-run phenomenon.8 
This does not mean recreation use of 
wilderness areas should be dismissed. 
Rather, it suggests that past
7Clawson, “Outdoor Recreation.”
T h e  only other period of declining
recreational use of national forest land was 
during W orld W ar II. See Eisner, 
"Recreation Use T rends.”
recreation growth should not be 
automatically translated into a 
justification for wilderness areas to 
satisfy future needs.
Wilderness Recreation as a 
Basic Industry
Out-of-state visitors to wilderness areas 
are a component of nonresident 
travel, one of the state’s basic 
industries. This section evaluates the 
direct contribution of wilderness areas 
to Montana’s economy. As we have 
done for other basic industries, the 
labor income associated with the 
nonresident use of wilderness areas 
will be estimated and then compared 
to corresponding figures for other 
basic industries. Basic industries are a 
major determinant of economic trends 
in a local economy. These are 
industries that depend heavily on out- 
of-state markets or are otherwise 
influenced by factors originating 
beyond the Montana border. The 
major examples are agriculture, 
mining, and wood and paper 
products. The labor income of 
workers in basic industries represents 
an injection of new funds into the 
local economy and creates income in 
the derivative industries as it is spent 
and respent in the area.
Basic industries are best analyzed 
using labor income of workers, rather 
than employment or sales. It is the 
amount of basic earnings which affect 
the local economy, not the number of 
basic workers. It makes little 
difference whether $20,000 of labor 
income in basic industries represents 
the salary of one worker, or the 
income of two workers each making 
$10,000. In addition, reliable data are 
available for labor income earned in 
most basic industries, while 
information about sales or other 
economic measures are not uniformly 
available and may be inaccurate.
Labor income earned by workers in 
Montana’s basic industries during 
1985 is shown in figure 1. The three 
largest basic industries in Montana 
are agriculture, the federal 
government, and the wood and paper 
products industry. Taken together, 
these workers earned about $913 
million, or roughly 53.3 percent of 
the total of $1,711 million for all 
basic industries.
Labor income associated with 
nonresident travel was about $109 
million. In other words, this industry 
accounted for about 6.4 percent of 
Montana’s economic base.
The nonresident travel industry is 
difficult to analyze because it does not 
correspond to any of the standard 
categories usually used in economic 
analysis. It includes persons working 
in hotels and motels, the workers in 
restaurants serving tourists, employees 
of gas stations adjacent to tourist 
routes, and other persons catering to 
nonresidents. In addition to tourists, 
nonresident visitors include persons 
traveling on business, those calling on 
friends and relatives, and persons 
simply passing through on their way 
to another destination. The estimate 
of labor income presented in figure 1 
is based on the amount spent by 
nonresident visitors, which was 
calculated by the Montana 
Department of Commerce.9
Using the procedures outlined 
below, the labor income associated 
with nonresident wilderness users was 
estimated to be about $9.5 million in 
1985. It represents slightly less than 
10 percent of nonresident travel and 
about one-half of 1 percent of the 
total for all basic industries. Included 
are the labor income of outfitters and 
guides associated with nonresident 
visitors, as well as a portion of the 
labor income of persons working in 
sporting goods stores, motels, 
restaurants, and other businesses 
which sell goods to persons visiting 
Montana wilderness.
As with all numbers concerning the 
nonresident travel industry, this 
estimate of labor income should be 
interpreted cautiously. But, given the 
estimation method and the choice of 
underlying assumptions, which are 
presented in the methodology section, 
the figure is far more likely to be too 
high than too low. Given some very 
plausible alternative assumptions 
about travel costs, the labor income 
estimate could well be $8.1 million. 
That would represent 7.4 percent of 
total labor income from nonresident 
travel and less than one-half of 1 
percent of the figure for all basic 
industries.
’M ontana D epartm ent o f Commerce, 
Helena, M T, unpublished data , 1987.
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18Even i f  additional wilderness areas could double the 
number o f nonresident visitors . . . using the most generous 
estimate they would still be only about 1 percent o f the 
state's economic base.
In summary, wilderness areas are 
not a major component of Montana’s 
economic base. Even if additional 
wilderness areas could double the 
number of nonresident visitors, which 
may be unlikely given overall 
recreation trends examined earlier, 
using the most generous estimate they 
would still be only about 1 percent of 
the state’s economic base.
Methodology: Calculating 
Labor income Associated 
with Montana Wilderness 
Areas
Labor income attributable to 
nonresident wilderness use in Montana 
was calculated following procedures 
similar to those used to estimate labor 
income in the other components of 
nonresident travel. Three steps were 
involved. First, the level of 
nonresident activity was derived. 
Second, the activity level was
multiplied by the estimated daily 
expenditures to derive total spending 
attributable to nonresidents. Finally, 
in order to be comparable to the data 
for other basic industries, the amount 
of labor income earned by Montanans 
which is associated with the 
nonresident expenditures was 
calculated.
Nonresident activity
Estimates for recreation activity 
during fiscal year 1985-86 in each 
Montana wilderness area are shown in 
the first column of table 1. The 
figures are reported in “recreation 
visitor days” which the U.S. Forest 
Service defines as “recreational use of 
National Forest land and water which 
aggregates twelve person-hours; may 
entail one person for twelve hours, 
twelve persons for one hour, or any 
equivalent combination of individual 
or group use, either continuous or 
intermittent.”
The portion of wilderness activity 
attributable to nonresidents was 
estimated using additional tabulations 
of seven surveys conducted by the 
U.S. Forest Service.1 During 1970, 
visitors to Montana wilderness and 
recreation areas were surveyed and 
their origin determined. When these 
responses were weighted by their 
length of stay (to correct for the 
possibility that nonresidents remain 
longer), the percentages shown in 
table 1 were derived. Because of large 
differences in their daily expenditures, 
separate estimates of nonresidents who 
did and did not use an outfitter or 
guide were derived.
This 1970 information is, 
unfortunately, the latest 
comprehensive data available 
concerning the origin of wilderness 
users. Partial information for 1982 
suggests there has been little overall 
change in the proportion of 
nonresidents using Montana wilderness 
areas.2 There is evidence, however, 
that the number of visitors employing 
outfitters and guides grew less rapidly 
than overall wilderness use from 1970 
to 1982; this implies that the estimate 
of nonresidents using an outfitter or 
guide may be too large relative to the 
figures for nonresidents who did not 
use an outfitter or guide.
A number of Montana’s current 
wilderness areas did not exist or were 
not surveyed in 1970. The origin of 
visitors to these areas was estimated 
using data for “similar” areas. 
Specifically, the nonresident visitor 
characteristics for the Selway- 
Bitterroot were assumed to be the 
same as in the Bob Marshall; the 
percentages for the Lee Metcalf 
(Spanish Peaks) were assumed to be 
valid in the Absaroka-Beartooth; the 
Mission Mountain figures were used in 
the Gates of the Mountain,
'R obert C. Lucas, U.S. D epartm ent of 
A griculture, Forest Service, In term ountain  
Research Station, Missoula, MT, 
unpublished d a ta , 1987.
2R obert C. Lucas, Visitor Characteristics, 
Attitudes, and Use Patterns in the Bob 
Marshall Wilderness Complex, 1970-82 
(O gden, UT: U .S. D epartm ent of 
A griculture, Forest Service, Research Paper 
INT-S45, 1985):2.
Figure 1
Labor Income in Basic Industries 
Montana 
1985
Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, Regional Economic 
Information System, Washington, D.C., unpublished data, 1986.
^Adjusted for drought.
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Table 1 
Estimated Recreational Use 
Montana Wilderness Areas 
Fiscal Year 1986








Absaroka-Beartoo th 304,300 1 .0 2
- -  P ercen t 
2 9 .8 0 69 .18 3,104 90,681
Anaconda-Pintlar 40,100 13 .05 6 .3 2 80.63 5,233 2,534
Bob Marshall 146,200 2 5 .6 b 1 1 .8 7 6 2 . b9 37,485 17,353
Cabinet Mountains 9,200 0 .0 0 2 9 .1 7 70.83 0 2,683
Gates of the Mountains 3,3001 0 .3 7 23 .31 76 .32 12 769
Great Bear 37,800 6 3 .0 8 7.96 2 8 .9 6 23,844 3,008
Lee Metcalf 35,400 1 .0 2 2 9 .8 0 6 9 .1 8 361 10,549
Mission Mountains 11,000 0 .3 7 23 .31 76 .32 40 2,564
Rattlesnake 3,700 0 .3 7 23 .31 7 6 .3 2 13 862
Scapegoat 23,400 13 .05 6 .3 2 80 .63 3,053 1,478
Selway-Bitterroot^ 64,900 2 5 .6 b 1 1 .8 7 6 2 . b9 16,640 7,703
Welcome Creek 1,900 ■ 0 .3 7 23 .31 76 .32 7 442
Total 681,200 13 .18 2 0 .6  b 6 6 .1 8 89,796 140,628
Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Intermountain Forest and Range Experiment
Station, Missoula, MT, unpublished data. Percentages derived.
^Data for Fiscal Year 1985.
^Montana portion only.
Table 2 
Calculation of Labor Incone 
Associated with Nonresident Wilderness Use 
1985
Type of Nonresident 







Total $104 140,628 $14,625,312 .25 $3,656,328
Transportation 16
All other 88 140,628 12,375,264 .25 3,093,816
USED PACKER
Total $218 89,796 $19,575,528 .30 $5,872,658
Transportation 33
All other 185 89,796 16,612,260 .30 4,983,678
Sources: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Intermountain Forest and Range
Experiment Station, Missoula, MT, unpublished data. Daily expenditures revised. Richard 
Dailey, The Montana T ra v e l I n d u s tr y ,  1983 (Missoula, MT: University of Montana, Bureau of
Business and Economic Research, 1984). Shannon V. Taylor and Michael D. Reilly, "The 
Economic Impact of the Outfitting Industry on the State of Montana," Montana State 
University, Bozeman, Montana. Photocopy.
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Rattlesnake, and Welcome Creek; and 
the Scapegoat percentages were 
applied to the Anaconda-Pintlar.
Based on the aforementioned 
assumptions, approximately 140,628 
recreation visitor days in 1986 can be 
attributed to nonresidents who did not 
use packers, and 89,796 to 
nonresidents with packers. In total, 
about 35.3 percent of the 681,200 
visitor days in Montana wilderness 
areas can be attributed to 
nonresidents. In light of the 
estimating method, the figure for 
nonresidents using outfitters or guides 
is probably too high relative to those 
not using these services, but the 
overall estimates for nonresident 
visitor use are probably reliable.
Labor income
The level of wilderness use may be 
combined with other economic data 
concerning nonresident spending to 
derive an estimate of labor income 
associated with nonresidents. These 
calculations are summarized in table 
2 .
A recently completed study reports 
average daily expenditures for clients 
of Montana outfitters and guides.3 A 
weighted average of the figures for 
fisherman and hunters is about $218 
per day. These expenditures include 
those of persons in the travel party 
who were not clients of the outfitter 
or guide (i.e. persons who did not go 
into the wilderness). Also, some of 
these expenditures may have been for 
airline tickets, gasoline, and other 
items purchased outside Montana. 
Elsewhere in the study, hunters and 
fishermen reported airfare and car 
and gas expenditures averaging 11 to 
28 percent of the total. Taking 15 
percent as being typical for out-of- 
state visitors yields an expenditure of 
$185 per day spent in Montana for 
nonresident wilderness users employing 
an outfitter or guide.
Recent surveys of wilderness users 
did not include questions about 
expenditures. Additional tabulations 
of the response to the 1970 surveys 
revealed that nonresident visitors who 
did not employ an outfitter or guide 
spent an average of about $40 per 
day. Adjusting for inflation yields a 
1985 figure of $104 per day. Due to 
the way the question was worded, an
3Shannon V. Taylor and Michael D. Reilly. 
"T he Economic Im pact o f the O utfitting 
Industry on the State o f M ontana,” Montana 
State University, Bozeman, M T. Photocopy.
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estimate of transportation 
expenditures by these users could not 
be derived.
Total expenditures by nonresident 
wilderness users were derived by 
multiplying daily spending by the 
number of recreation visitor days, as 
estimated earlier. Given the definition 
of recreation visitor days, a person 
spending a full twenty-four hours in a 
wilderness area may be credited with 
two recreation visitor days. There is, 
unfortunately, no accurate conversion 
of recreation visitor days into twenty- 
four hour days. Therefore, these 
estimates of nonresident wilderness 
area expenditures are probably too 
high.
The study of outfitters and guides 
reports total expenditures by their 
clients of about $34 million in 1985. 
This figure is also too large because 
no correction is made for the trips or 
portions of trips on private, state, 
Bureau of Land Management, or 
nonwilderness U.S. Forest Service 
land.
Separate expenditure estimates were 
derived for each assumption 
concerning transportation 
expenditures. If all reported spending 
was within Montana (including airline 
tickets and other transportation 
expenditures), nonresident wilderness 
visitors spent a total of about $34.2 
million ($14,625,312 + 19,575,588 = 
$34,200,900). If roughly 15 percent of 
the expenditures were made outside of 
Montana, the expenditures total about 
$29.0 million ($16,612,260 + 
12,375,264 = $28,987,524).
The final step was to convert 
expenditures into labor income. A 
study of the Montana travel industry 
reported that about one-fourth of 
tourist expenditures end up as direct 
income to Montana.4 This estimate 
was used to convert into labor income 
the spending of nonresidents who did 
not use an outfitter or guide. A 
slightly higher figure of .30 was used 
for nonresidents who employed an 
outfitter or guide because relatively 
more of their spending was for items 
which have a high ratio of labor 
income to receipts (i.e. outfitter and 
guide services). Combining the various 
calculations yields estimates of $8.1 to 
$9.5 million in labor income 
associated with nonresident visitors to
4R ichard Dailey, The Montana Travel 
Industry, 1983 (Missoula, M T: University of 
M ontana, Bureau of Business and  Economic 
Research, 1984):22-25.
Montana wilderness areas, depending 
on how travel costs are treated.
Taking into account the other 
assumptions underlying the various 
calculations, especially the potential 
overestimation associated with the use 
of recreation visitor days, this range of 
estimates itself is more likely to be too 
high rather than too low.
Paul E. Polzin is director o f forecasting 
fo r the Bureau o f Business and 
Economic Research and professor o f 
management, School o f Business Ad­
ministration, University o f Montana, 
Missoula. This report was completed 
under the sponsorship o f the Western 
Environmental Trade Association, 
Helena.
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STEPHEN F. McCOOL 
JEFFREY E. FROST
This article is a shortened version o f 
the authors’ recently released study, 
with the same title, that was 
published by the University o f 
Montana’s Forest and Conservation 
Experiment Station. Based on a 
survey o f recreation participation, the 
study forecasts that demographic 
trends mean that there will be little 
expansion o f the outdoor recreation 
market fo r  Montana residents during 
the next decade.
recreation activities can help 
managers allocate natural resources 
more efficiently.
Forecasting recreation demand can 
be difficult. Like many human needs, 
recreation demand often reflects 
changing technology and social values 
as well as shifts in population sizes 
and social-demographic 
characteristics. For example, the 
development of rubber rafts in the 
1940s gave people access to new river 
floating opportunities, which in turn 
influenced demand for particular 
types of river resources. Later, 
people’s support for environmental 
protection, coupled with innovations 
in lightweight camping gear, 
increased the popularity of 
backpacking and created greater 
demand for wildland recreation 
settings.
Demand for recreation settings, 
facilities, and programs can sometimes 
be projected from information about 
past and current participation in 
recreation. Forecasts about a 
population’s characteristics can also be 
used to make projections.
Of all the social-demographic 
variables that are relatively easy to 
estimate for the near future (such as 
age, gender, income, education, and 
occupation), age is the only one with 
a strong association with outdoor 
recreation participation patterns. Age 
is generally negatively associated with 
participation (that is, participation 
declines with age), although the 
strength of the relationship varies. If a 
population’s age structure can be 
projected, estimates of outdoor 
recreation participation can also be 
forecast.
This article uses 1985 recreation 
participation data to project 
participation patterns to the year 2000 
for selected outdoor activities, based 
on the changing age structure. The 
implications of changes in recreation 
participation are also noted.
M ontana’s natural resources provide recreation opportunities important 
to the state’s economy and to its 
residents’ quality of life. However, 
providing satisfying recreational 
opportunities requires allocation of 
scarce resources to specific types of 
activities, a process that may create 
competition with other resource 
values. Understanding the patterns 
and trends of participation in
Current Participation Patterns
During September 1985, nearly 1,200 
Montana residents, aged eighteen and 
over, were contacted by telephone and 
asked to describe their participation 
in twenty-six outdoor recreation 
activities and a number of field games 
and sports.1 Each respondent was
'J.E. Frost and S.F. McCool, The Montana 
Outdoor Recreation Needs Survey (Missoula, 
M T: University o f  M ontana, School of 
Forestry, 1986).
asked to recall his or her participation 
in several outdoor recreation activities 
in Montana during the preceding 
twelve months (September 1, 1984 
through August 31, 1985).
Table 1 shows the estimated 
proportion of the adult Montana 
population that reported participation 
in the outdoor recreation activities 
included in the study, as well as the 
estimated number of participants.
The most popular activities tended to 
be “traditional” — that is, hiking, 
picnicking, fishing, hunting, camping, 
and swimming in a lake or stream. 
Interestingly, many of these popular 
activities depend on substantially 
unmodified natural environments.
Not included in the table, but 
available in the full report, is the 
relationship of participation to age. 
For some activities, such as downhill 
skiing and off-road vehicle driving, 
age was strongly and negatively 
related to participation. For others, 
such as picnicking, nature study, and 
day hiking, there was a slower rate of 
decrease in participation associated 
with age.
The participation rates in table 1 
were quite similar to those reported in 
a 1979 study conducted by the Bureau 
of Business and Economic Research.2 
The two studies were similar in 
methodology and sample size, and 
therefore the results may be 
compared. The 1985 data compared 
favorably with the results shown in the 
earlier study, suggesting that there 
have been few changes in 
participation rates over the past 
several years.
Projections
How will participation in outdoor 
recreation change by the year 2000? 
This is an important question because 
businesses and recreation management 
agencies must be able to respond to 
shifts in participation patterns so they 
can provide the kind of opportunities 
people want and maintain viable 
recreation programs.
In this study, recreation 
participation was projected into the 
future using change in the age-class 
composition of Montana’s adult 
population. This method makes a 
number of assumptions which, if
2Susan Selig Wall work, M ary L. Lenihan, 
and Paul E. Polzin, Attitudes: Outdoor 
Recreation in Montana (Missoula, MT: 
University of M ontana, Bureau of Business 
and Economic Research, 1980).
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i iSignificant to this study is that an older population usually 
has lower rates o f participation in outdoor recreation. . . .
changed, could significantly affect the 
projections. It assumes no changes in 
tastes or preferences, as well as a 
constant proportion of the age class 
participating and constant days of 
annual participation.
There are some limitations in using 
data relating to age groups. The 
effects of age on participation are a 
function of age as well as age 
“cohorts.” An age “cohort” is a group 
of people bom during the same 
period; this group is subject to the 
“same world events and social forces 
at the same points in their lives.”3 
Thus, different age cohorts may 
exhibit different patterns of recreation 
participation which they carry 
through life. If future participation is 
affected simply by age, activity 
participation patterns of young adults 
will eventually resemble those of older 
adults as the former group ages. To 
the extent that effects are due to 
cohort effects, participation rates for 
older adults in the future could be 
higher than what older adults now 
report.
This study used recent population 
projections by the U.S. Bureau of the 
Census to estimate Montana’s adult 
population in the year 2000 by age 
category or class. Montana’s adult 
population is projected to increase 
from 588,000 in 1985 to 706,000 in 
2000, an increase of about 20 percent. 
Table 2 shows that as has been 
happening nationally, Montana’s 
population will “age,” i.e., the 
average age will rise as the largest 
group, the so-called “baby boomers” 
(bom between 1946 and 1964) grow 
older. Significant to this study is that 
an older population usually has lower 
rates of participation in outdoor 
recreation, assuming no cohort effects.
Applying the participation rates for 
each age category to the projected 
population by age category for the 
year 2000 yields an estimate of the 
number of adult Montanans who will 
be participating in each of the twenty-
*D.B.K. English and H .K . Cordell, “A 
Cohort-Centric Analysis o f O utdoor 
Recreation Partic ipation  Changes,” 
Proceedings, 1985 National Outdoor 
Recreation Trends Symposium I I  (Clemson, 
SC: Clemson University, D epartm ent of 
Parks, Recreation, and Tourism  
Management, 1986).
Percent o f  
Adult Population M edian Days 
Par tici Dating P artic ip a tin g
E stim ated
P artic ip an ts
B ackpacking 14.4 6 81,300
B icycling 38.6 20 222,100
Cam ping 51.9 8 300,700
H orseback rid ing 22.3 6 128,700
H unting 37.6 10 214,200
Jogging 23.8 25 139,400
N atu re  study 31.8 21 187,800
O ff-ro ad  4WD 24.1 7 142,000
M otorcycling o r ATV 11.5 10 68,900
Picn ick ing 7.4 6 434,800
D ay h ik ing 77.1 30 452,500
Canoeing 11.4 4 65,200
F ishing 56.4 12 326,000
M otorboating 32.6 5 191,400
R a ftin g 18.1 3 104,100
Pool sw im m ing 35.3 7 202,300
L ake or stream  sw im m ing 42.3 7 243,700
W ater sk iing 14.5 4 84,600
C ross-country  sk iing 18.6 7 104,000
A lp ine sk iing 18.8 6 109,500
Ice ska ting 12.9 3 72,700
Snow m obiling 16.3 5 96,100
T a b le  2
E s tim a te d  P e rc e n t D is tr ib u tio n  o f  M o n ta n a 's  
A d u lt P o p u la tio n  by A ge C lass, 1984-2000






Sources: Data for 1984, U.S. Department of Commerce, 
Bureau of the Census, S ta te  P o p u la tio n  E s t im a te s  b y  A g e  
a n d  C o m p o n e n ts  o f  C h a n g e :  1 9 8 0 -1 9 8 4 , Current Population 
Reports, Series P-25, No. 970, 1985. Data for 2000, U.S. 
Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 
P ro v is io n a l P r o je c tio n s  o f  th e  P o p u la r ity  o f  S ta te s  b y  A g e  
a n d  S e x , 1980-2000, Series P-25, No. 937, 1983.
T able 1
M ontanans’ 1985 P artic ip a tio n  R ates 
fo r O utdoor R ecreation  A ctivities
Source: J.E. F rost and  S.F. McCool, The Montana Outdoor Recreation Needs 
Survey (M issoula, MT: U n iversity  o f  M ontana, School o f F orestry , 1986).
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Given the assumptions identified here, there will be little 
expansion o f the outdoor recreation market for Montana 
residents during the next decade.9 9
six outdoor recreation activities. The 
projected total increase in 
participation for the entire adult 
population is shown in table 3.
Activities projected to increase 
about 20 percent will increase at the 
same rates as the population will 
grow, and thus have probably reached 
a mature growth state. When the rate 
of increase is more than 20 percent, 
we can conclude that the market for 
this activity is still being developed. 
None of the activities listed in table 3 
is expected to grow at a rate of over 
20 percent, and only one (nature 
study) is at 20 percent.
If the projected increase is less than 
20 percent, the market is probably 
declining, even though there is an 
absolute increase in the number of 
people participating. Nearly all the 
activities in table 3 fit in this 
category.
Although this study found that 
participation in all activities is 
increasing, the increase is usually less 
than the rate of population growth. 
The data suggest that this 
phenomenon is a result of an aging 
population. Given the assumptions 
identified here, there will be little 
expansion of the outdoor recreation 
market for Montana residents during 
the next decade. Of course, changes 
in preferences, new technology, or 
even in world events could change this 
projection. □
Stephen  F. M cC ool is professor o f  
w ildland recreation m anagem ent,
School o f  Forestry, University o f  M on­
tana, Missoula, fe f fr e y  E. Frost is a 
private consultant in  recreation m anage­
m ent is Friday Harbor, W ashington. 
Previously, he was a research assistant 
at the  U M  School o f  Forestry.
Table 3
Estimated Numbers of Adult Montanans 
Participating in Recreation Activities, 1985-2000
NOTE: Montana’s adult population is expected to increase by 20 percent 
between 1985 and 2000. Those activities that are projected to increase at a 
slower rate than the population (i.e., less than 20 percent) are said to be in a 
declining growth stage, even though there will be an increase in the total 
number of participants. This translates into little expansion of the market for 
those activities.
Number of Number of Percent
ParticiDants. 1985 ParticiDants. 2000 Increase
Nature study 187,800 226,100 20
Picnicking 434,800 516,900 19
Day hiking 452,500 537,500 19
Fishing 326,000 386,500 19
Hunting 214,200 253,200 18Camping 300,700 352,100 17
Pool swimming 202,300 236,200 17
Cross-country skiing 104,000 122,100 17
Off-road 4WD 142,000 165,300 16
Motorboating 191,400 222,100 16
Ice skating 72,700 83,500 15Backpacking 81,300 92,300 14
Horseback riding 128,700 146,200 14Rafting 104,100 117,100 13
Lake or stream swimming 243,700 275,200 13Bicycling 222,100 249,900 12
Snowmobiling 96,100 108,200 12Canoeing 65,200 72,100 11Jogging 139,400 152,900 10Water skiing 84,600 93,000 10
Motorcycling or ATV 68,900 74,800 9
Alpine skiing 109,500 119,600 9
Sources: Data for 1985, J.E. Frost and S.F. McCool, The Montana Outdoor 
Recreation Needs Survey (Missoula, MT: University of Montana, School of 
Forestry, 1986). Data for 2000, based on Frost and McCool and on population 
data from U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Provisional 
Projections o f the Population o f States by Age and Sex: 1980-2000, Series P- 
25, No. 937, 1983.
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Buoyed by a turnaround in the farm sector, inflation-adjusted total 
personal income in Montana posted a 
national high of a 5.4 percent gain in 
1986. The distinction as the nation’s 
growth leader, however, is dubious 
since the figures conceal the severity 
of the drought-induced slump in 
1985, and the fact that almost all 
nonfarm industries in the state 
remained lethargic in 1986.
Nonfarm labor income, for 
instance, failed to keep pace with 
inflation, even though prices rose only 
1.9 percent during 1986. The decline 
was most severe in oil and gas 
extraction, which suffered from a 
worldwide plunge in oil prices and, 
consequently, a reduction in domestic 
oil production. Labor income in 
wholesale and retail trade, in 
addition, dropped for the second 
consecutive year.
On a positive note, early evidence 
suggests that farm labor income in 
1987 should be comparable to the 
1986 level. And, barring a natural 
catastrophe, farm labor income in 
1988 and 1989 should stay well above 
that of most recent years for a couple 
of reasons: first, the continuation of 
federal support prices for wheat; and 
second, a firming of cattle prices.
Given the importance of agriculture 
in Montana, a revitalized farm sector 
would certainly strengthen the 
economic base and provide a much 
needed stimulus to local economies.
The Economics Montana forecasting 
system predicts that nonfarm labor 
income will rebound in 1987 and 
continue to grow modestly over the 
next two years; the projected average 
annual growth is about 2 percent. 
These latest projections are based on 
national forecasts as of May 1987 
made by Wharton Econometrics. The 
forecast period is from 1987 to 1989.
The national outlook
For the U.S. economy, the 
sluggishness of the past year is likely 
to continue through 1987. While 
foreign trade is projected to improve 
as the decline in the dollar Anally 
pays off, the prospect for substantial 
economic growth is dampened by a 
retrenchment in consumer spending.
Continued improvement in foreign 
trade will spark industrial activity and 
provide the impetus for stronger 
growth in 1988. The outlook for 1989 
is less promising; overall economic 
activity will slow down as recessionary
Mixed S ignals  
for
M ontana’s  





The Economics Montana 
forecasting system, temporarily 
discontinued fo r  lack o f  funding, 
has been resumed with the 
assistance o f  M ountain Bell. To 
help provide public and private 
decision-makers with reliable 
forecasts and analysis, Mountain 
Bell has given the Bureau o f  
Business and Economic Research 
a grant to continue the program.
Economics Montana provides 
projections o f  income and  
employment fo r  the state on a 
regular basis. M ountain Bell’s 
generosity makes it possible to 
continue bringing Montanans this 
information, which would not 
otherwise be available.
pressures may start to build after the 
presidential election year. Wharton’s 
forecasts for the U.S. economy are 
summarized in table 1. Over the 
1987-1989 period, real GNP (net of 
inflation) is projected to expand at an 
annual rate averaging less than 3 
percent. Inflation as measured by the 
Consumer Price Index (CPI) will rise 
in each succeeding year due to rising 
import prices and an upturn in energy 
prices. Interest rates, both for 90-day 
Treasury Bills and the mortgage rate, 
will bottom out in 1987 and will be 
back on the upswing during the next 
two years. The rise in both inflation 
and interest rates, however, is mild by 
recent standards.
Housing activity is perhaps the 
major disappointment in the three- 
year outlook as housing starts head 
downward from 1.8 million units in 
1987 to 1.7 million units in 1988 and 
1.6 million units in 1989. The decline 
in new housing construction is 
attributed to the rising mortgage rate 
and the negative impact of the new 
tax laws, particularly on multifamily 
units.
The unemployment rate in 1987 is 
expected to drop below the 7 percent 
mark for the first time since the 
beginning of this decade, and fall 
again in 1988 to 6.3 percent. A 
reversal of the downward trend that 
started with the 1984 recovery, 
however, is likely to occur in 1989.
While Wharton economists do not 
anticipate a recession during the 
forecast period, they caution that a 
recession prior to 1990 cannot be 
ruled out entirely. Plagued by chronic 
sluggishness, the economy is 
susceptible to unforeseen shock. The 
most likely scenario is that the 
economy will start to soften after the 
election; by then, the tightening labor 
market will also add upward pressure 
on wages and prices.
The state economy
If there is anything positive to be said 
about an economic slump, it is the 
burden it places on firms and 
producers to be efficient and 
productive in order to stay in 
business. After weathering the storm 
over the past several years, and with 
labor costs cut to the bone, so to 
speak, some of Montana’s basic 
industries are poised for a comeback 
when market conditions are right. 
Recent developments that may have 
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• • early evidence suggests that farm labor income in 1987 
should be comparable to the 1986 level.93
performance of Montana’s resource- 
related industries include the firming 
of most commodity prices, the 
declining dollar, and the transition 
from a consumption-driven to a 
production-driven U.S. economy. 
There is already a dramatic 
improvement in the farm sector. The 
forest products industry is operating 
at near-capacity levels. Mining, 
particularly metal mining is also 
showing signs of recuperation. There 
are reasons to believe that the 
operations of these “big three”
industries in Montana will at least 
hold steady at their 1986 levels or 
expand gradually over the 1987-1989 
period. On the revenue side, the 
collapse in oil prices seems to be short 
lived, while prices for lumber, 
woodpulp, paper, and industrial 
metals such as copper continue to 
improve. On the cost side, inflation 
and interest rates are expected to rise 
only at a modest rate, and most 
significantly, there is little upward 
pressure on hourly wages.
The irony of this otherwise sanguine
scenario is that improvements in 
industrial activity may not always 
translate into jobs or labor income 
gains. Despite near-record production 
in the forest products industry in 
1986, for example, employment 
actually decreased from 1985 due to 
increased mechanization. The 
restructuring of the industry is 
expected to continue throughout the 
forecast period, so the trends in 
output and employment and income 
will continue to diverge.
Nonfarm labor income. Nonfarm 
labor income measures payments to 
individuals participating in the 
production of nonfarm goods and 
services. It includes wages and 
salaries, certain fringe benefits, and 
proprietors’ income.
The latest projections for Montana’s 
nonfarm labor income are shown in 
table 2. Using inflation-adjusted 
nonfarm labor income as a gauge of 
overall economic activity, the 
Montana economy is projected to 
increase about 2.2 percent in 1987. 
Following the pattern predicted for 
the rest of the country, growth in
Table 1
Economic Trends for the U.S. Economy 
1984-1989 
Actual and Projected as of May 1987
Actual — Projected --
Real 6NP,
1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989
percent change 
Inflation (CPI),




4.3 3.6 1.9 3.2 4.7 5.2
90-day T-bills 9.5 7.5 6.0 5.5 6.4 7.3Mortgage rate 
Housing starts,
12.4 11.6 10.3 9.2 10.1 10.9
millions
Unemployment
1.8 1.7 1.8 1.8 1.7 1.6
rate, percent 7.5 I 7.2 7.0 6.7 6.3 6.4
Source: Wharton Econometrics (May 1987).
Table 2
Personal Income by Major Component, Montana, 1984-1989 





Total personal Income $8.925 $9,066
Farm labor Income 79 -35Nonfarm labor income 3,871 5,991
Agr. & forestry services 51 49Mining 248 229Metal mining 38 31Coal mining 59 64Oil & gas extraction 124 103Nonmetal mining 27 31Construction 452 435Manufacturing 560 552Hood & paper products 257 251Other manufacturing 303 301Transportation & utilities 706 718Railroads 169 164Nonrailroads 537 554Trade 1,122 1,114Fin., ins. & real estate 265 289Services 1,204 1,276Government 1,263 1,328Federal 406 427State & local 855 902
Adjustments to labor income -411
Residence adjustment -14 -14Social security contributions -397 -427








$9,753 $10,167 $10,812 $11,536 $9,427
510 500 485 475 836,045 6,402 6,864 7,304 6,201
55 S3 55 57 54200 217 234 256 26240 56 62 69 4063 60 63 66 6269 67 73 84 13128 34 36 37 29411 43S 464 493 477549 571 597 633 591246 250 256 269 271303 321 341 364 320724 760 811 865 746160 152 159 167 179564 608 652 698 5671,088 1,205 1,319 1,393 1,185309 318 345 369 2801,349 1.421 1,542 1,662 1,2721,360 1.422 1,497 1,576 1,334430 446 468 490 431930 976 1,029 1,086 903
-445 -484 -523 -550 -434-14 -14 -14 -14 -15-431 -470 -509 -536 -419
3,643 3,749 3,986 4,307 3,5761,880 1,912 2,051 2,215 1,9541,763 1,837 1,935 2,092 1,622
Millllons oir 1986 Dcillars
Projected1985 1986 1987 1988 1969
$9,253 $9,753 $9,806 $9,966 $10,112
-36- 510 482 447 4166,115 6,045 6,175 6,327 6,402
50 55 51 51 50234 200 209 216 224
32 40 54 57 6065 63 58 56 58105 69 65 67 74
32 28 33 33 32444 411 420 426 432563 549 551 550 555256 246 241 236 236307 303 310 314 319733 724 733 748 758
167 160 147 147 146
565 564 586 601 612
1,137 1,086 1,162 1,216 1,221295 309 307 318 323
1,302 1,349 1,371 1,421 1,4571,355 1,360 1,372 1,380 1,381436 430 430 431 430921 930 941 949 952
-450 -445 -467 -482 -462
-14 -14 -14 -13 -12-436 -431 -453 -469 -470
3,625 3,643 3,616 3,674 3,7751,934 1,880 1,844 1,891 1,9421,690 1,763 1,772 1,784 1,834
Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis,
Economics Montana. and University of Montana, Bureau of Business and Economic Research,
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41 Overall trade activity, however, is expected to pick up 
significantly in 1987 and 1988. . .
1988 will accelerate to about 2.5 
percent, and recede to about 1.2 
percent in 1989. As compared to the 
growth rate of real GNP during the 
same period (see table 1), the saga of 
Montana’s lagging growth lingers on.
Total personal income. Total 
personal income includes farm labor 
income, nonfarm labor income, 
transfer payments, and dividends, 
interest, and rent. There are also 
adjustments for Social Security 
contributions and for persons who 
work in one state but reside in 
another.
As noted earlier, the farm sector is 
responsible for the surge in total 
personal income in 1986. With farm 
labor income projected to hold 
ground at the 1986 level, and with 
almost all other income components 
^uggish at best, total personal income 
adjusted for inflation will increase by 
less than 1 percent in 1987. Growth 
will improve to 1.6 percent in 1988 
and drop slightly to 1.5 percent in 
1989.
As a measure of Montanans’ 
purchasing power, total personal 
income is commonly used as a 
consumer market indicator. The 
projection of a modest income gain 
over the forecast period implies that 
retail sales in the state will be slow, 
which is consistent with the 
retrenchment in consumer spending 
projected nationwide. Overall trade 
activity, however, is expected to pick 
up significantly in 1987 and 1988, 
reversing the downward trend in the 
last two years. Much of the gain will 
be in wholesale trade, reflecting the 
tagged response of this industry to the 
turnaround of the farm sector in 
1986.
a couple thousand less than in 1984 
(table 3).
The rebound will continue in 1988 
and 1989, averaging slightly more 
than 1.2 percent per year. The 
modest but broad-based employment 
gain reflects the cumulative effects of 
a stabilized economic base and its 
positive impact on the state’s other 
industries. Excluded from this picture 
are the forest products industry,
railroads, and the federal government; 
job prospects in these segments of the 
state economy remain gloomy during 
the forecast period. □
Tat P. Fong is a research associate at 
the Bureau o f Business and Economic 
Research, University o f Montana, 





Actual and Projected as of June 1987 
(In Thousands)
- Actual - — Projected
1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989
Nonfarm wage and salary jobs 281.2 278.4 276.1 279.3 282.9 286.3
Mining 7.7 6.8 5.9 6.3 6.5 6.8
Construction 12.6 11.3 10.3 10.9 11.1 11.2
Manufacturing 22.5 21.7 21.2 21.5 21.5 21.7
Wood & paper products 9.9 9.3 9.1 9.0 8.8 8.8
Other manufacturing 12.6 12.4 12.1 12.5 12.7 12.9
Transportation & utilities 20.8 20.6 20.4 20.6 21.0 21.1
Railroads 4.1 4.0 3.8 3.5 3.5 3.5
Nonrailroads 16.7 16.6 16.6 17.1 17.5 17.6
Trade 75.9 75.6 72.5 73.2 74.7 75.8
Fin., ins. & real estate 13.4 13.3 13.0 13.3 13.7 14.2
Services 59.6 60.1 62.4 63.0 63.6 64.2
Government 68.7 69.0 70.4 70.5 70.8 71.3
Federal (civilian) 12.8 12.4 12.8 12.5 12.3 12.3
State & local 55.9 56.6 57.6 58.0 58.5 59.0
Sources: Montana Department of Labor and Industry, Research and Analysis Division,
and University of Montana, Bureau of Business and Economic Research, 
Economics Montana.
Nonfarm wage and salary 
employment. Nonfarm wage and 
salary employment includes all 
nonfarm jobs in Montana, with the 
exception of the self-employed.
With the state economy continuing 
its slow pace, the opportunity for 
employment growth will be limited. 
Nonetheless, the total number of 
nonfarm wage and salary jobs is 
projected to increase in 1987 for the 
first time since 1984. There will be 
about 3,000 more jobs than in 1986, 
but the total of about 279,000 is still
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The Montana Poll is cosponsored by 
the Great Falls Tribune and the Bureau 
of Business and Economic Research, 
University of Montana. The quarterly 
Poll, conducted by the Bureau and 
directed by Susan Selig Wallwork, is 
based on a minimum of 400 telephone 
interviews with Montanans aged 
eighteen and older. The interviews are 
conducted by Bureau interviewers from 
its offices on the University campus in 
Missoula. Telephone numbers are 
randomly generated by computer, using
the Bureau’s random digit sampling 
program, and the interviewers then use a 
second random sampling procedure to 
select the person in the household to be 
interviewed. This procedure eliminates 
interviewer choice in selecting the 
respondent and assures selection of a 
representative sample.
Distribution of the sample based on 
age, sex, residence, employment status, 
and income compare favorably with 
available data on the state population 
and, thus, the Poll results are considered 
to be representative of Montana’s actual 
adult population.
As with all sample surveys, the results 
of the Montana Poll can vary from the 
opinions of all Montanans because of 
chance variations in the sample. With a 
minimum statewide sample of 400, the 
overall results are subject to a margin of 
error of five percentage points either 
way, 95 percent of the time, because of 
chance variations. That is, if one talked 
to all Montanans with phones during 
the survey period, there is only one 
chance in twenty that the findings would 
vary by more than five percentage points. 
Findings for smaller groups of 
respondents within the overall sample 
(subsamples based on age, sex, residence, 
income, etc.) are subject to a somewhat 
higher margin of error, which would 
vary depending on the size of the 
respective subsamples.
Of course, Montana Poll results could ; 
also differ from other polls because of 
differences in the exact wording of 
questions, different interviewing 
methods, and differences in when the 
interviews were conducted.
M ontanans from the eastern part of the state, who weren’t very 
optimistic about the state’s economic 
prospects last December, were more 
positive in June. Western Montanans, 
on the other hand, apparently 
anticipated worse times ahead. Yet 
overall, the statewide Index of 
Consumer Sentiment showed virtually 
no change in the six months between 
December and June.
The Index is compiled by the 
University of Montana Bureau of 
Business and Economic Research in 
conjunction with the Montana Poll. It 
measures changes in how Montanans 
view consumer markets, their own 
economic prospects, and the short­
term and long-term outlooks for the 
state economy. The overall Index, a 
mix of five questions asked of 
Montanans every six months, stood at 
92.4 in June, nearly identical to the 
92.1 recorded last December. The 
base figure of 100 was established 
initially in late 1982, while the high 
of 119.5 came in December 1983. 
Between then and December 1986, it 
has dropped steadily (figure 1).
A closer look at regional figures 
shows that in some instances the 
feelings of eastern and western 
Montanans changed since December. 
While overall figures for the state 
showed little change, Great Falls and 
Billings trade area residents had a 
brighter attitude, and Missoula trade 
area residents appeared more 
pessimistic than before. In the June 
Poll, Great Falls trade area consumers 
showed the greatest overall degree of 
optimism, and Missoula trade area 
consumers the least. Just six months 
earlier, though, Missoula area 
consumers had the brightest outlook 
and those from the Billings area were 
the most pessimistic (table 1).
Regional shifts were most apparent 
in respondents’ one-year and five-year 
expectations for the Montana 
economy. Billings trade area 
consumers showed greater optimism 
on each compared with December, 
Missoula trade area attitudes turned 
downward on both, and Great Falls 
area attitudes were somewhat mixed 
— more positive about the one-year 
outlook, but more negative about the 
long term.
An improved outlook for 
agriculture in central and eastern 
Montana may have accounted for the 
greater optimism there. Uncertainty 
about the wood products industry, 
including talk of a strike and layoffs
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by two of the area’s major employers, 
probably accounted for the gloomier 
attitude in western Montana.
Other than these regional 
differences, there were few other 
differences between different groups 
of Montanans on these questions.
Montanans reported little change in 
their own financial situations since 
December. As has been the case 
previously, it was younger Montanans, 
especially the “baby boomers” (aged 
twenty-two to forty), college 
graduates, and those in the higher 
income categories who were more 
likely to report improvement. In 
addition, those residing in the state’s 
seven most populous counties 
(Cascade, Flathead, Gallatin, Lewis 
and Clark, Missoula, Silver Bow, and 
Yellowstone) were also more likely to 
say they were better off.
When asked how they expect to be 
doing a year from now, Montanans 
overall anticipated little change. Baby 
boomers and those with at least some 
college education were more likely to 
say they expected to be better off. 
There were no regional differences.
Retail purchases
Montanans saw the six months 
between June and December 1987 as a 
reasonably good time to buy consumer 
items such as furniture and major 
appliances. Those polled were asked if 
the next six months would be a good 
time or a bad time to buy such major 
items. More than half — 53 percent 
— said it would be a good time, with 
a little over a fourth saying it would 
be a bad time. Those figures showed 
little change over the previous two 
years.
More optimistic were younger 
Montanans (those aged eighteen to 
thirty-four) and Republicans. There 
were no regional differences.
Home and auto purchases
The Poll asked for Montanans’ 
evaluations of the housing and auto 
markets. The findings on these 
questions were not included in the 
calculation of the Index.
The consumer outlook for both 
homebuying and auto purchases 
slipped since December, though the 
outlook for homebuying was still quite 
favorable in June. Again, it was 
western Montanans whose attitudes 
slipped the most.
Figure 1 
Index of Consumer Sentiment 
Montana 
1982-1986
Source: University of Montana, Bureau of Business and 
Economic Research, The Survey of Consumer Sentiment 




Trade Area Trade Area Trade Area
Dec. June Dec. June Dec. June
1986 1987 1986 1987 1986 1987
State economic outlook over the 
next year (short term)
Positive 15% 21% 18% 24% 24% 24%
Negative 68% 68% 58% 49% 57% 63%
Don’t know or other 18% 11% 24% 27% 19% 12%
State economic outlook over the 
next five years (long term)
Positive 25% 30% 33% 29% 28% 20%
Negative 56% 53% 50% 56% 60% 71%
Don’t know or other 19% 17% 16% 15% 12% 9%
NOTE: Percentage detail may not add to 100 because of rounding.
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Table 1
The outlook for homebuying 
remained favorable overall, with 63 
percent saying the coming twelve 
months would be a good time to buy 
a home. Over a fourth — 28 percent
— disagreed. These figures showed a 
small decline since December, but 
compared quite favorably with 
sentiments expressed in the past. The 
most favorable outlook — 74 percent
— was recorded in June 1986. The 
recent increases in mortgage interest 
rates may have been a factor in the 
change.
Overall, those living east of the 
Divide, those in the state’s seven most 
populous counties, and those earning 
over $35,000 per year were more 
likely to have a favorable outlook. 
Among the regions, the biggest 
change occurred in the Missoula trade 
area. In December, two-thirds of 
western Montanans had a favorable 
attitude toward homebuying; that 
slipped to just over half (53 percent) 
in June. By contrast, 72 percent of 
Billings trade area residents had a 
favorable attitude, almost unchanged 
from December’s 74 percent.
Montanans’ attitudes toward new 
and used car purchases remained 
mixed in June. Less than half — 45 
percent — said they thought the 
coming year would be a good time to 
buy. A sizable proportion — 37 
percent — said it would be a bad 
time. These figures continued a 
downward trend shown in December, 
and were in stark contrast with the
very favorable attitudes registered a 
year earlier. The low interest rates 
and buying incentives of summer 1986 
resulted in a car-buying spree that 
apparently left consumers nationally, 
and in Montana, with dampened 
enthusiasm.
The only group of Montanans that 
showed some enthusiasm were the 
baby boomers; over half said it was a 
good time to buy a car. And, again it 
was Missoula trade area residents who 
showed the greatest decline since 
December, from 54 percent to 45 
percent with a favorable attitude. 
Great Falls trade area attitudes were 
unchanged, while Billings trade area 
attitudes were slightly less favorable.
The latest Montana Poll was based 
on a sample of 403 adult Montanans 
who were interviewed by telephone 
between May 28 and June 4. The Poll 
is cosponsored by the University of 
Montana Bureau of Business and 
Economic Research and the Great 
Falls Tribune. □
Mary L. Lenihan, editor o f the 
Quarterly and a research analyst for the 
Bureau o f Business and Economic 
Research, is associate director o f the 
Montana Poll. Nicole Flemming, pro­
duction editor o f the Quarterly, assists 
with the Poll, fim  Sylvester, bureau 
statistician, is responsible for the Poll’s 
computer programming and data pro­
cessing.




In case you haven’t heard, the Bureau of Business and Economic Research 
has simplified your search for county-level data. The most frequently-requested 
county statistics are now contained in the Bureau’s new County Data Packages. 
Compiled within a series of data tables is pertinent information, most of which 
is not available from any other source. You’ll find:
• Population, by age and sex (1980-1986)
• Households, by type (1980-1986)
• Total personal income, nonfarm labor income, prop­
erty income, transfer payments, and farm income 
(1980-1986)
• Total personal income, by major component, and 
per capita income (1968-1984)
County Data Packages are updated frequently, so you can be assured of hav­
ing the most current information possible. You can purchase County Data 
packages individually at $10 per county. Or you can purchase them for all fifty- 
six counties at a total cost of $250.
For sensible, meaningful economic planning for your business or agency, use 
County Data Packages. If you would like further information, contact the Bureau 
of Business and Economic Research, University of Montana, Missoula, 59812, 
(406)243-5113.
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The Bureau of Business and Economic Research is the research and 
public service branch of the University of Montana’s School of Business 
Administration.
The Bureau is regularly involved in a wide variety of activities, including 
economic analysis and forecasting, forest products industry research, and 
survey research.
The Bureau’s Economics Montana forecasting system is an effort to 
provide public and private decision makers with reliable forecasts and 
analysis. It is made possible by a generous grant from Mountain Bell.
These state and local area forecasts are the focus of the annual series of 
Economic Outlook Seminars, cosponsored by the respective Chambers of 
Commerce in Missoula, Billings, Great Falls, and Helena.
The Bureau also has available county data packages for all Montana 
counties. These packages provide up-to-date economic and demographic 
information developed by the Bureau and not available elsewhere.
The Montana Poll, a quarterly public opinion poll, questions Montanans 
about their views on a variety of economic and social issues. It is 
cosponsored by the Great Falls Tribune. In addition, the Bureau conducts 
contract survey research and offers a random digit dialing program for 
survey organizations in need of random telephone samples.
The Forest Industries Data Collection System, a census of forest industry 
firms conducted approximately every five years, provides a large amount of 
information about raw materials sources and uses in Montana, Idaho, and 
Wyoming. It is funded by the U.S. Forest Service. The Montana Forest 
Industries Information System collects quarterly information on the 
employment and earnings of production workers in the Montana industry.
It is cosponsored by the Montana Wood Products Association.
Readers of the Montana Business Quarterly are welcome to comment on 
the MBQj request economic data or other Bureau publications, or to 
inquire about the Bureau’s research capabilities.
The Montana Business Quarterly is currently supported by a generous grant from the Burlington Northern 
Foundation, which represents the following Burlington Northern, Inc. subsidiaries: Burlington Northern 
Railroad Company, Glacier Park Company, Meridian Minerals Company, Meridian Oil, Inc., and Plum Creek 
Timber Company, Inc.
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